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Abstract

Using Joseph Wright’s painting, An Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump as an inspirational
starting point, Shelagh Stephenson’s An Experiment with an Air Pump explores the depth of
human existence using universal conflicts such as: morals versus ethics, science versus God and
right versus wrong. Since the play’s premiere in 1998, it has provided a forum for hot button
topics such as stem cell research, abortion, and scientific experimentation. The University of
New Orleans’s production not only presented the issues in the play, it strives to be an example of
theatrical excellence, challenge and engage both the company and the audience.

Marshall Carby, An Experiment with an Air Pump, Shelagh Stephenson, Joseph Wright, An
Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump
v

Chapter One: Ask a Question (Production Expectations)
An Experiment with an Air Pump by Shelagh Stephenson is a complex, challenging, and
wonderful play. There are many reasons I wanted to direct this work. When I was approached
by the faculty and asked what show I would like to direct for my thesis, I was floored. I had
never been asked what I would like to be working on before, and I found it overwhelming. I
have wanted to direct the play of my choosing for some time, in fact, and I have many, many
scripts cataloged I would like to direct. In order to choose my thesis, however, I had to ask
myself a few questions. For instance: what is it that interests me? What is going to push me?
Where are my strengths? Where are my weaknesses? What is going to benefit the University of
New Orleans student body the most?
My first task was to answer some of these questions. What interests me? I know I am a
big fan of contemporary theatre. I know I enjoy plays that have been written in the last ten to
fifteen years, and I especially appreciate their use of language. For my thesis work, I knew I
wanted to choose a piece that dealt with culturally relevant issues. Further, I knew I wanted a
play that would be very relatable for a university audience. To select my script, I took all of
these thoughts into consideration, and found my thesis-specific interests eliminated a good many
of the plays I have on my ever-growing ―to direct‖ list. This led me to An Experiment with an
Air Pump.
The contemporary themes in An Experiment with an Air Pump are what first drew me to
the work. Issues related to stem-cell research, abortion, and the general ethics of science are
very important in current cultural and political discourse. While I was working on the play, in
fact, I was constantly coming across news articles about stem-cell research. Almost all of these
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articles dealt with the issue of spinal deformities, which is precisely the main concern in An
Experiment with an Air Pump. To me, it was so exciting my thesis project was able to tackle an
important issue while it was still unfolding in the news. This is especially important to me
because I take the role of theatre as bringing relevant social issues to an audience very seriously.
I love theatre that has the power to provoke audience members to ask questions, and I am always
excited when I walk through a lobby after a show and hear people discussing the issues raised
within a play.
The other two ―hot button‖ issues in the play—abortion and the ethics of scientific
advancement—are themes that have been in the cultural consciousness for many years. When
exactly does life begin? The characters in An Experiment with an Air Pump all have different
answers. For example, Kate often refers to a lab subject as ―a cluster of cells,‖ while Tom calls
that very same lab subject a ―fetus.‖ This difference of opinion causes a lot of problems for the
character Ellen, who is caught between her husband and her co-worker. She is torn between two
very strong forces related to this topic, and she is pushed and pulled in this argument throughout
the play. Ethics, as related to scientific research in general (not just the discussion about the
fetus and where exactly life begins) is another major theme in the play. Key questions are raised
about what is necessary for the advancement of medical technology and what in turn will be
sacrificed. For instance, when Tom finds a box of old bones in the house, he becomes very
uncomfortable about where these bones initially came from. Kate suggests the bones/body could
have been used by medical students. Before the Anatomy Act, students were known to take
bodies from their burial plots for research. These students would have been considered grave
robbers during their time. Yet today, some now think of these students as great revolutionaries
who moved science forward and allowed the world to solve the riddles of serious illnesses. The
2

connection to be made here is that, like the students who pioneered anatomical research in order
to cure illnesses plaguing the public, stem-cell researchers are working with something
considered controversial today in order to solve some of the world’s greatest medical problems
tomorrow.
The next question I asked myself when choosing my thesis script was: what exactly
makes a play worth becoming a thesis project? I started thinking about the thesis plays I had
seen, as well as the numerous theses I’d heard about. My friend Beau, for example, directed
Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing for his thesis. I believe this was a great thesis project
because of the challenges presented by Shakespeare’s heightened language. This was a complex
and difficult task for not only the director, but for the actors as well. Realizing I wanted this
challenge in my own thesis, I wanted to work with a text that was complex not only in language,
but in content. Needing a script that asked deep questions, touched on multiple themes, and yet
remained theatrically interesting was a wonderful script by Shelagh Stephenson. An Experiment
with an Air Pump fit this criteria. Half of the play takes place in England in 1799, and the other
half of the play takes place in 1999. In other words, it is set in the exact same location, yet
separated by 200 years. The speech of the characters in 1799 is elevated far above what we are
accustomed to hearing in modern America. I feel that working and challenging ourselves with
language in theatre is so important in an educational setting. As young theatre artists, we often
fall into the trap of thinking any language not tuned to our ear is something scary and hard to
conquer. Yet all we really need is to take time, practice and use our learned techniques.
Elevated language is something I had not yet had an opportunity to work with in a play, so I was
thrilled to explore it in An Experiment with an Air Pump. Additionally, the play utilizes dialect.
Dialectical speaking forces actors to be meticulous in the way they deliver their lines. It requires
3

a large amount of discipline from the actors, but also on the part of the director. To be
successful, I had to be as familiar with the speech, as the cast—if not more so. Every director
should have a strong knowledge of the language(s) and the dialect(s) in the play they are
presenting.
The portion of An Experiment with an Air Pump set in 1799 asks many of the same
questions raised in the story set in 1999. This was done to illustrate questions raised 200 years
ago and still relevant today. The experiments may be different, but the ideas are still the same.
It is this parallel between old and new thought that makes the play so compelling. In addition, It
is very clear from early on the two storylines of the script are very closely linked. The key to
successfully directing this play is allowing these stories to overlap and even contend with each
other. The play unfolds slowly showing us the ways in which the two storylines are related. One
of the connections I found most fascinating was the issue of gender and power within the two
stories. In 1799, the men are the well educated, scientific ones, however, in 1999 it is the women
who take on these roles. This is not so much about one group being smart and the other not, but
the battle between art vs. science. The play is a debate of intellect from beginning to end. At
times I think An Experiment with an Air Pump is about the uneducated questioning the educated,
the two never finding common ground. It is this tug of war that I find so theatrically enriching.
One of the challenges in An Experiment with an Air Pump is the same seven actors play
corresponding roles in each time period. The actors change from 1799 to 1999 and become
completely different people. In each case, I find the traits the person in 1799 is known for lead
to a completely different set of ideas and assumptions in 1999. I love watching actors as they
transform from one person into the next, and it is my job to help them find the differences in
their two particular characters. The actors in the show must be very skilled, and their trust in me
4

is essential. I am their eyes and ears, so to speak; I am there to let them know if what they are
trying to convey is working.
In choosing An Experiment with an Air Pump, I knew I was setting myself up for a lot of
hard work. This lead me to the corresponding question: what is going to push me? First of all,
switching back and forth between two time periods is no easy task; this was going to push not
only me, but the actors as well. The play takes place in England, which comes with an extensive
amount of dialect work. Setting a play in another country creates many excepted and unexpected
challenges, and research becomes incredibly important. The use of a dialect coach was going to
be essential for me to achieve a true-to-life quality in my characters. Trust in others is incredibly
important: to be successful, I would have to place a lot of trust in the hands of the dialect coach
and even turn several rehearsals over to that person to make sure we were all correctly
comprehending the language of the play.
Another aspect of An Experiment with an Air Pump I knew would be challenging was the
necessity for seamless crossings back and forth between time periods. The balance of real time
(the time it takes things to happen) and theatrical time (the time the playwright/script denotes as
passed) is incredibly delicate. Here is just one example of this difficulty: when Armstrong exits
with a line at the end of one scene, the very next line is spoken by Phil. The fact that these two
roles are played by the same actor is an incredible challenge to which the script provides no
answer—the script simply is what it is. Consequently, the costume designer and I would have to
work closely together on this scene change to ensure that both the costumes look good and that
the actor would actually be able to make the change fast enough and not cause a long break in
the action of the play. This is just one practical problem the script possessed; as a director, these
problems (expected and unexpected) were exciting to solve.
5

After all of this pre-thinking about An Experiment with an Air Pump, the only other
elements I needed to articulate for my thesis were the challenges that would help me grow as a
director. First, I needed to address my weaknesses. One of the hardest things for me is
communicating my concept of a play to designers. It has always been a challenge for me to
explain what I want to a designer without just handing off a picture of the set, a color palate for
lighting, or a fabric swatch for costumes. This tactic does not work for a variety of reasons, one
major one being too specific. This ends up taking some of the creative challenge away from the
designers. Yet equally important is the realization that my lone perspective is not enough. I
truly believe in collaboration, and if collaboration is my goal, being so structured with designers
gives them little room to grow. Another challenge related to this I found, however, was as a
graduate student, I knew it would be intimidating working with Kevin, a faculty member set
designer. He has many more years of experience than I, and yet if I ended up not liking
something that had been done with the set, I knew I would find it hard to express my concerns to
a superior.
Another way I would grow as a director, I hoped, was by working with fellow graduate
students Chris and Mignon; the lighting and costume designers respectively. Because we are
still students and still learning, I hoped we would help each other to become better in our fields
by continuing to ask questions and challenge one another. I will challenge myself to work with
all the designers in the same manner, regardless of their status. I want to overcome my fears and
my limitations, and work collectively to create the best show possible. I knew we would have a
very strong production team and the show would be great. I just needed to make sure I was
prepared and very clear with the show’s concept and the story I wanted to tell with the actors.
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Another area that will help me grow as a director is time period—I have never directed a
play that takes place earlier than the 18th century. When I see a play where the mannerisms of
the time are not consistent, or—worse—when time period concerns are completely ignored, it
drives me crazy. For this reason, I have done a lot of research about the clothing/costumes of
that particular time and about how people would interact with one another during this era (i.e.
How do men act around only men? How do men and women act together? How do women act
around only women?) I find this to be an exciting challenge for me. I can’t expect the actors to
know all of this; I need to be the one to share this knowledge. I must be as invested in the
specificity of this play as much or more than the actors themselves. I should note that I really
enjoy the research side of directing. Even though I know this play will be a great challenge for
me, I know it will be one on which I will be happy to work.
In my time at the University of New Orleans, I have directed two other plays. Both casts
were made up of three men and one woman. That means that in the last two-and-a-half years, I
have only directed two women. In my undergraduate studies, I had a very similar track record. I
sometimes feel that I do not communicate with female actors as well as I should. This play has
more women than men, and these women are very strong, prominent female characters. I am
excited to see if it is really that different working with a largely female cast than a largely male
one. Not only is the gender difference going to be a challenge for me, but I will be working with
more graduate actors than I have in the past. In my previous plays, I have worked mostly with
very young actors. That being said, my directing style will have to change some to
accommodate the new level of actors, but I am hoping this change will be for the better. Now I
won’t have to work so hard to help the actors find intentions and actions, instead I will get to
focus on making polished pictures and fine-tuned moments. I feel that in some cases having
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graduate actors will make my life easier, because these actors should come with a more mature,
professional attitude. But at the same time, working with higher-caliber actors puts more
pressure on me to be prepared with information on the scene, and I should be ready to defend
any choices that might not be agreed upon by the actors. I will also have less of a role as an
acting coach, and more of a role as a director. I have wanted this for a long time, but now that I
have it, it is a little overwhelming. I have never been in this situation before, and sometimes a
new thing can be little frightening.
My last big goal for An Experiment with an Air Pump is to apply all of the things I have
learned in my last eight years of school. I have had some great teachers, and I have taken many
classes. Now is the time to step away from the textbooks and put all my knowledge to use. I
feel is the point of a thesis. In so many of the other shows I have done, I have been working on
one very specific thing or another; here, I get to lay it all out on the table and make it work. I
feel that An Experiment with An Air Pump is a play that will push me to my limits, and I am sure
it will be a wonderful example of all I have learned in my schooling. I am so excited to see how
it all will end up. Here we go.
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Chapter Two: Background Research (Character Analysis)
An Experiment with An Air Pump is a play that has been crafted with the strongest of
plots. It is sophisticated in its writing style, clever in its progression of plot and interesting from
start to finish. In short, Shelagh Stephenson has created a fascinating world I could not wait to
explore. Stephenson has taken very complex characters and thrust them into a world together,
using Joseph Wright’s painting ―An Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump‖ as the foundation of
and inspiration for, the story. The painting in itself sets a mood. The lighting is dim in the
painting, and only the faces of the men and women surrounding the air pump are illuminated.
Consequently, all the focus is on the center image of a bird in the air pump—all eyes (including
those of the viewer) are wondering what will happen to the bird. The painting evokes a wide
variety of emotions tied to the experiment, as well as raising many questions about who exactly
the people in the painting are. What are their thoughts and feelings? How are they connected to
one another? Finally, what will happen to the bird? Stephenson answers a good many of these
questions for us. She has taken a picture that has existed for centuries and breathed life into each
of its characters, taking us on a journey into their lives and raising important questions still
relevant today.
Joseph Fenwick (1799)
Joseph Fenwick is the head of the household in the 1799 section of the play. He is a scientist, I
believe is around the age of 55. Joseph is a man thrilled by the quest for knowledge, and
consequently, he loves education. Further, he is connected to everyone around him. He is the
husband to Susannah, and their marriage is of a complex nature. It is a relationship started at a
young age, one that has gone through many changes and a relationship that continues to evolve
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during the course of the play. Joseph Fenwick is father to two girls. The first is Maria, who has
a very unique relationship with him. Maria follows many of the ambitions of her mother and is
very well-loved by her father. However, I do not know how much Fenwick expects from Maria
in the way of science and knowledge. His other daughter is Harriet, and to Fenwick, she is very
puzzling. Fenwick often dismisses Harriet’s ambitions to create and explore; he calls her
ambitions a phase and hopes they will pass in time. The Fenwick family unit is very complex
and changes as the play moves forward. Then there are Fenwick’s relationships with the rest of
the people in 1799. First there is Isobel, the servant of the house. The relationship between she
and Fenwick is one that is not easily defined. She is in the house to serve the family. She cleans,
brings wine, serves dinner and attends to the children. She lives in the house with the family and
bounces back and forth between servant and family member. Fenwick is fascinated by Isobel’s
wealth of knowledge for words. He asks her many times in the play for her thoughts on one
matter or another. For a traditional servant, these questions would be far too advanced. It should
be noted, too, that Fenwick’s fascination surrounding Isobel’s thoughts on the English and their
language is anchored in the fact that Isobel is Scottish. Fenwick thinks of Isobel as someone
who can help him view the English from an outside point of view. It is the back-and-forth,
contradictory way Fenwick treats Isobel that illuminates the contrast within his own character.
On one hand his is a mind open enough to ask Isobel about her ideas, and another, his is a mind
closed and resigned enough to treat Isobel as a common house worker and much less of a family
member. Though Fenwick is described as wearing very traditional costumes, he is also shown as
having some very progressive ways of doing things. Fenwick spends a good amount of time
with Armstrong. Armstrong and Fenwick’s relationship is built on mistrust and forced tolerance.
Armstrong is living in Fenwick’s house only as a favor to another scientist. At one point,
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Fenwick clearly reviles Armstrong and does not want him living in the house. Fenwick respects
the fact Armstrong is a very good scientist, but worries that Armstrong is cold at heart. From the
very beginning, it is clear that Fenwick will be opposed to the thoughts and ideas of Armstrong.
One of Fenwick’s first lines addresses Armstrong: ―You’re an awful prig, has anyone ever told
you that?‖ This line is a clear indication of the relationship between the two men. This tension
creates a lot of dramatic possibilities in the play. The last person Fenwick interacts with is
Roget. Roget, like Armstrong, lives in the Fenwick house to study science. His personality is
much different from Armstrong’s, and this brings with it a different relationship between
Fenwick and Roget. In many ways I feel Fenwick views Roget as a younger version of himself.
Fenwick believes Roget is a good scientist and has an appropriate thirst for knowledge. In one
scene of the play, Fenwick really tries to investigate Roget’s mind through discussion. Fenwick
tries to probe Roget for his own thoughts. The reason Fenwick does this is to see what Roget
himself thinks, not to have Roget parrot all he has learned back to him. Fenwick respects Roget
and really wants to help him to become a better scientist. Fenwick is a character of many levels.
I really enjoy the way he is written; Fenwick is the same person in every scene, but his tone
changes depending on who he is talking to. This is a very human quality, and one that is not
always captured on stage. Fenwick is a major voice for the family and he is well respected by
the community. However, it is clear the more we dive into the play he does not balance his
duties at home and his duties to the community equally. In many ways, he is like a modern day
politician. He is a big asset to the community and a shining example of a husband, father, and
friend. However, the truth is Fenwick often ignores his obligations as a husband, father, and
friend to instead dive deeper into his quest for discovery. Fenwick projects a strong outer view
of having the perfect family, and yet his family’s very foundation is slowly falling apart. By the
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end of the play, Fenwick reevaluates what is important to him, and we see him make a major turn
as a person. He is a complex character that is truly a challenge for any actor that tries to play
him.
Susannah Fenwick (1799)
Susannah Fenwick is around the age of 40. She is wife to Fenwick and mother to Maria
and Harriet. She is thought of as pretty and sophisticated. In her youth, she studied literature.
She is smart in many ways, but she is always thought of as less intelligent than the men in the
play. She does not have a great knowledge of science, and she is often thought of as silly and
quickly dismissed when sharing her thoughts on anything related to science or politics. She
does not have much respect from her daughters. This disrespect is rooted in the way Susannah
and Fenwick relate to one another. She is a woman who feels very trapped, and when she is
finally pushed too far, Susannah makes a stand for herself. A woman full of passion and love,
Susannah challenges people in the play like no other person. The first relationship to discuss
when dealing with Susannah is her marriage to Fenwick. Married at a young age, Susannah and
Fenwick were a couple fell for each other hard and fast. Fenwick was attracted to her
outstanding beauty, and she was drawn to Fenwick’s power and confidence. Being a woman in
1799 had its limitations. Because of her sex, Susannah was never thought about politics or
science. Consequently, she is often excluded and ignored during these conversations. Over
time, this begins to wear on Susannah, and she becomes very irritated with being treated as
inferior. Over the years, Susannah has found less and less comfort in her husband and more and
more comfort in alcohol. By drinking she frees herself to dive into any conversation she pleases,
and yet anything she says while inebriated lacks credibility. This leads to serious problems in
her marriage. This irritation is not one sided; it is a back and forth between Susannah and
12

Fenwick. He is embarrassed by Susannah’s behavior in front of company, and she is very upset
by always being pushed aside. Like all good theatre, these confrontations come to a head. The
couple have it out in a heated exchange of words, that hopefully leads the them on the path to
healing. The arc of their relationship is one that must take the audience on a journey from start
to finish, and it serves as a window into the myth of the perfect family. Now for the
relationships with her daughters: as mentioned, the two girls are very different in their ambitions.
Maria is very much like her mother. She is interested in books and, to put it bluntly, boys. Like
her mother, Maria is interested in finding a husband at a young age and becoming a wife and
mother. Susannah is very pleased with Maria’s uncomplicated ambitions. Susannah very much
enjoys watching her daughter grow into a woman, and she is not at all threatened by anything she
might do. If Susannah feels she has an ally in the battle at home at all, it is in Maria. However,
because Maria is rather simplistic in her goals and because Susannah believes she is acting
correctly, Susannah sometimes gives Maria less attention than Harriet. Susannah has a much
harder time relating to Harriet. Harriet is very much like her father, so this is really no surprise.
Yes, Harriet is interested in science and politics, but the real issue between mother and daughter
is she also does not show Susannah much respect. Whenever there is a fight between Susannah
and Fenwick, Harriet will always defend her father. In the past, Harriet tried to be like her
mother by writing plays and poetry. According to Susannah, Harriet’s writing was very good.
However, when Susannah talks about how great a writer her daughter Harriet is, it causes a
enormous amount of tension between mother and daughter. This relationship finally explodes in
the second act when the girls are performing one of Harriet’s plays. The scene ends with Harriet
telling her mother (and whole family) she would like to study science and medicine like her
father and abandon all of her writing. This is not well received by Susannah. Another person
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that Susannah is connected to is Isobel. As mentioned, Isobel takes care of Susannah and
Fenwick’s children. Susannah, unlike her husband, treats Isobel the same way from start to
finish. At some points of the play, Susannah even exhibits a sense of resentment towards Isobel.
As mentioned, Fenwick asks Isobel what she thinks about things and shes even openly invited
her into scientific conversations when she is done working. This is something Susannah yearns
for, but has never been invited to do. The fact Fenwick seems to care more about the thoughts
and ideas of the hired help feels cruel to Susannah. Consequently, Susannah often pulls Isobel
out of scientific conversations by asking for more wine. This often happens directly after Isobel
is asked for her thoughts or Susannah’s thoughts are dismissed. However, it would be unfair to
say that Susannah does not like Isobel. Susannah is just incredibly frustrated her husband cares
more for what the working class girl has to say than the thoughts of his own wife. The
relationships between Susannah and the other men living in the house are somewhat ambiguous.
Not that they are unimportant, but they affect Susannah far less in her day-to-day life. First,
there is Armstrong. Susannah also appears not to trust him, but this seems largely because her
husband has so clearly expressed his dislike for the man. Like Fenwick, Armstrong rarely gives
Susannah any attention and often overlooks her. The only time Susannah gets any attention from
Armstrong is when she yells at her husband after dinner, and Armstrong tries feebly to excuse
himself from the situation. Susannah views Armstrong as a younger and colder version of her
husband. Susannah has a little more of a connection with Roget. Being a gentlemen, Roget tries
to include Susannah in topics of discussion, even if he is unsuccessful. At the top of the play we
witness Susannah trying to connect to Roget, but she is very quickly overpowered by her
husband. Susannah is another character difficult for an actor to play, however, I believe playing
her in a university production is going to make the challenge even greater. Susannah’s feelings
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are rather complex and varied, and I think it is going to be hard to find someone who has the
range to perform both roles effectively. Her complexity is a shining example of why this play is
such a great piece of work for an ensemble.
Maria Fenwick (1799)
Maria Fenwick is the daughter of Joseph and Susannah Fenwick and sister to Harriet
Fenwick. She is still very young spirited and very much the ―do right by her parents‖ daughter.
Unlike her sister Harriet, she is always trying to show how good and obedient a daughter she is.
She is a unique character in that she has a relationship with someone we never see on stage. His
name is Edward, and he is her fiancé. They communicate throughout the play in a series of
letters. Edward is off studying science in the world, and Maria is left at home pining for her
soon-to-be husband. The letters are necessary to the play and an exciting challenge for two
reasons. The first is very technical: the fact the play moves between two time periods means the
show needs transitional scenes to aid the quick change in settings and costumes—the letters help
make this possible. The other reason they are so important is because they are used to show
more about the role of women in 1799. Maria’s life is very much consumed with the idea of
marriage and having children. After all she has been groomed by her mother for this her entire
life. The first letters from Edward are written by a man fighting hard against home sickness and
the longing for his future wife. These are feelings greatly shared by Maria. She can’t wait for
Edward to return and is excited about her upcoming wedding. However, the next letter she
receives from Edward is a little different. Edward seems to be getting more and more used to
being away, and he is enjoying the freedom he has. The change of lifestyle and landscape are
very exciting for him. Maria is very confused about this and starts to question what is going on
with her dear Edward. As the letters back and forth continue, we start to see a different side of
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Maria. She is stronger and not as silly as we might have initially thought. When she learns
Edward is cheating on her, she stands up for and defends herself; she breaks ties with him. In
this decision, she finds confidence in herself she did not know was there. As for Maria’s
relationship with her father, she loves him very much and he views her as a very sweet girl.
Maria finds most of what her father does confusing and does not enjoy attending things like
dissections. She respects her father very much, and this is made clear in her final letter to
Edward when she speaks of her father in such high regard. I feel that Maria and her mother are
cut from the same cloth. They are destined to follow the same paths. The only hope Susannah
has for Maria is when she does marry it will be to someone who includes her and respects her
thoughts and opinions. Maria’s relationship with her sister, however, is another story. The two
girls are very different, and this creates constant tension between the two of them. The fact that
Maria wants to marry and have nothing to do with understanding how the world works drives
Harriet almost to the point of madness. Maria loves her sister, but she does not understand her.
She feels Harriet is unladylike for exploring the world of science. The two have a big fight when
Harriet tells Maria she was a fool for trusting Edward; Harriet tells Maria she needs to move on
and not think of him anymore. This advice is not well-received, and these two well-bred ladies
respond in violence. This fight does not last long, and by the end of the play, the two sisters are
friends again. Maria is very close to Isobel. In many ways, Isobel has done much of the
nurturing of the girls and a very close bond exists between she and Maria. Maria always tries to
be kind to Isobel and treat her like a member of the family. This bond with Isobel makes it
especially hard for Maria when she is the one who finds Isobel hanging. Maria is not the most
intellectual of people, but she ―loves‖ very earnestly. Her emotions run very deep, and change is
very hard for her. As for the two men in the house, Maria is simply very much amused to have
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any male attention she can. Having the men there makes her happy, and she often tries to bring
Roget into conversations regarding things not related to science. As for Armstrong, Maria takes
issue with him from the beginning because he has so little care for whether the bird lives or dies.
Armstrong’s disregard for life is something that really upsets Maria, but because she doesn’t
want to rock the boat she, for the most part, avoids him altogether. Maria is sweet and kind, and
I think the temptation is to misunderstand that and believe her to be dumb. I feel very strongly if
she does appear dumb at any point in the play, it is simply because she does her best to avoid
confrontation. Her whole personality is built on being the perfect daughter, and anything that
offsets that is very hard for her. The actor who plays Maria must fit well into the ensemble, but
also must be able to handle the letter reading all on her own. I think an actor would thoroughly
enjoy playing this fun and heartfelt character.
Harriet Fenwick (1799)
Harriet Fenwick is also the daughter of Joseph and Susannah Fenwick, sister to Maria,
who is in very close age with her sister. She is a strong-willed and often ill-tempered young
woman. It is hard to be a person like Harriet in 1799. She is not at all interested in the things a
woman of her age and status should be learning and dealing with. She is not in the least
concerned with finding a husband and thinks reading and writing plays and poetry is a waste of
time. Like her father, she is very interested in how the world works. She is excited by the
discovery of all things, and she wants to find out how she can make things better. This quest for
knowledge is her greatest strength, but at the same time it is often her downfall. Harriet was
born ahead of her time. It was unheard of for a woman in 1799 to take part in experimentation.
She is driven not only by her desire to discover, but also by her need to impress. The
relationship Harriet longs for most is one with her father. She very much wants to prove to him
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she not only has an interest in his work, but that she truly understands it and wants to create
things on her own. Throughout the play Harriet is trying to make both of her parents proud of
her. She tries first with her mother, and Harriet is basically forced to write a play and perform it
for the guests in the house. Even though Harriet does not like the writing, she tries to do it in
hopes of not getting in trouble with her mother. She writes the play trying to put her own
interests into the story. She does this to impress her father. In the play, one of the costumes
needs a hat that will smoke and represent a smoke stack. We see the hat in different stages as the
play moves along. She finally gets the hat to work for a short time which does impress her
father. But in the end, Harriet’s mother mocks her achievement, and the victory is bittersweet
for Harriet. Harriet is a character who should be handled with much care. She is very quicktempered, and sometimes the script does not do a lot to help you with her build. All of this has
to be done by the actor playing the role. Harriet, like her sister, is very close to Isobel, but for
the most part treats her like hired help. She does not give Isobel the same respect Maria does.
Maria at times says things that are less than kind to Isobel, but it is never intended as harmful.
This is not to say Harriet and Isobel do not like each other, but their relationship is just different.
As for the two men living in the house: Harriet openly does not like Armstrong. She refers to
him mocking her in her attempts to invent and is always on the defensive with him. As for
Roget, Harriet looks up to him. He really does try and encourage Harriet in her ambitions. He
asks her hard questions about her play, and even though this frustrates Harriet, it makes her
respect Roget for treating her as an equal. I feel as though she would try to treat someone in her
shoes the same way Roget treats her. She is a strong force in the family and one that can change
the mood of the play on a dime.
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Isobel Bridie (1799)
Isobel Bridie is the servant in the Fenwick home. She is originally from Scotland, and
her age is somewhere between 19 and 25. She serves the house in any way the family needs her.
She has a spinal deformity she has had since birth, and it is increasing in severity as she gets
older. As already mentioned, she is treated in many different ways in the home. The father,
Joseph, asks her to clean the table, bring the wine, and tend to the children, but at the same time
he tries to include her in intellectual conversations. She is a self-educated woman with a passion
for words. She is incredibly open about her thoughts on subjects, and this openness thrills
Fenwick. Her mind is the thing that fuels the fire for Fenwick’s work. As for Susannah, she
loves Isobel, but questions why her husband would show more interest in Isobel’s mind than her
own. The two Fenwick daughters are both loved by Isobel, but their relationships with her are
very different. Harriet is a little more self-reliant and does not have as close a relationship with
Isobel, as Maria. The other men in the house relate to the heart of Isobel’s story. Roget is
around the same age as Isobel, and he finds her intriguing. They both have a passion for words
and play a few games together. Roget is very uncomfortable with women, especially one with
which he is romantically interested. Isobel enjoys Roget’s company, but is cautious of any men
who show an interest in her. Isobel has so many qualities Roget likes. She is smart, proud,
quick-witted and, above all, kind. If the plot of the story had been a little different, there would
have been nothing that would have gotten in the way of the two being together and happy.
However, Armstrong is also a factor, and her relationship with him is as twisted as Isobel’s back.
At the very beginning of the play, we can clearly see Isobel does not like or trust Armstrong. In
fact, for a large part of the play, Isobel is downright rude to Armstrong. She tells him she feels
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he makes fun of her. From the start, he is very open in asking her about her hump and spinal
issue. This makes Isobel very uncomfortable. When Armstrong starts to make romantic
advances toward Isobel, she tries to fight them off. She tells him she does not trust him. More
importantly she tells him no man would ever think she was pretty and then reveals the
embarrassing truth about an old man who tried to marry her. Armstrong knows he is not going
to get what he wants just by kind words, so he brings her a book of Shakespearian sonnets. This
small gift is just enough for Isobel to let down her guard, and she begins to trust Armstrong little
by little. This being Isobel’s first experience with love, she ends up falling hard for Armstrong.
When she is found by Roget kissing Armstrong, she realizes she could get in trouble for having a
romantic fling in the house in which she works. She runs out of the room. When Roget
questions Armstrong about his motives, Armstrong reveals he is only interested in the deformity
of her spine. Isobel hears the whole conversation, and this revelation becomes too much for
Isobel to bare. With all of this information before her eyes, she decides to take her own life.
Isobel made a choice long ago she would spend her life alone, and she felt this was a solitary, but
good enough, existence for her. However, when Armstrong interferes with these plans and
Isobel feels herself so cruelly tricked, she is ashamed and feels she must end her life. After
writing a note to the family explaining her actions, she hangs herself. Isobel is not only a
challenging role because of the depth of emotions the actor must portray, but the vocal and
physical demands of the character are a big hill to climb for even the most skilled of actors.
Peter Roget (1799)
Peter Roget is the only person in this play who is based on someone historical. Peter
Roget is the man who publishes the first thesaurus. In the time the play is set, Roget would have
been in his mid-20s. He is a wonderful character and adds to the texture of the ensemble. Even
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though it is never directly said he is the person who invented the thesaurus. Stephenson hints at it
many times in the course of the play. Roget is a young scientist who is very smart but lacking in
confidence. He is in the Fenwick home because Joseph sees something special in him. He
thinks the young man has talent, and Roget, in turn, respects Fenwick. Roget admires what
Fenwick has done with his life, and Roget wants to learn how to reach these same heights. One
of the best parts about Roget is, like all young people, he is conflicted on matters concerning life
and death, science and religion, family values and politics. Roget tries to treat everyone in the
play with respect and admiration. He looks for the very best in people, and he has a keen insight
into their characters. Susannah is someone Roget can see as feeling trapped. At one point in the
play, Fenwick and Susannah have a fight in front of Roget. After Susannah storms out of the
room, Roget tries to help Fenwick see it is the way in which he is treating his wife that is
upsetting Susannah. Roget has a way of talking to Fenwick no one else in the play can get away
with. As mentioned, I believe Fenwick views Roget as a younger version of himself. Roget
realizes this fact and is honored a man he respects so much holds him in such high regard. As
we know, Roget is very uncomfortable around women. When Susannah engages in an explosive
argument after dinner, it makes Roget very uncomfortable. He tries to say things to comfort her,
but is unsuccessful. As for the daughters in the house, he treats them very differently. For the
most part, he tries to stay away from Maria. She asks him about things he has no idea of or cares
little about; for example, Maria asks him what he thinks of her new dress, his retort is a
confused, surprised and awkward ―…yes!‖ His relationship with Harriet is much different. He
can see her trying to create and explore things. In this time period, most men would discourage a
woman who looks for answers. But Roget does just the opposite. He not only likes that Harriet
is trying to follow in her father’s footsteps, he also wants her to surpass all of them. He feels it
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does not matter who makes the discoveries; the important thing is they are being made. He is the
only one in the house who pushes Harriet to do better work. He asks her questions to help put
her on the right track to finding a solution. By pushing her to do better, Roget shows his
kindness as a person as well as his ability to be a progressive thinker. His relationship with
Isobel is one of the most tender in the play. He is romantically interested in her from the very
beginning. He falls in love with her mind. Isobel is unlike any other woman Roget has ever met.
Although she has a problem with her spine, he doesn’t see it—he only sees how smart she is. He
asks her on a walk, and at this point in the play, Isobel is still very hesitant to accept the advances
of men. She tells him no, and being the gentleman he is, Roget leaves her alone. This is
unfortunate considering what happens to her with Armstrong. Roget is crushed at the end of the
play when Isobel is found dead, and in many ways, I think he holds himself responsible as he
knew what Armstrong was doing. For a large part of the play, Roget is torn about his feelings
toward Armstrong. He respects Armstrong as a scientist. He knows in the world of science he is
trying to make great advances, however, Roget has a problem with the fact Armstrong is so
hungry for discoveries he is willing to do anything to get them. Roget and Armstrong talk about
stealing bodies from the graveyard on which to experiment. Roget would love to gain the
knowledge of the experiments but does not like the idea of taking bodies. He feels it is wrong.
When Armstrong informs Roget he scopes out bodies before they are even dead, Roget is
disgusted. He does not understand how Armstrong can have such little respect for human life.
The other complication in Roget and Armstrong’s relationship lies within Isobel. Both men want
Isobel for different reasons. Roget is smart; he is on to Armstrong’s game from the very
beginning. However, being an optimist, Roget doesn’t see the danger signs. Instead, Roget
hopes he has just made up his negative feelings about Armstrong in his head; after all, he is
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jealous Isobel is falling for Armstrong and not him. When Armstrong admits he does not love
Isobel and he only wants to study her, Roget tells Armstrong how wrong he is, and this even
drives Roget to use the hardest language found in the whole play. When Roget becomes so
enraged at Armstrong, there are no other words he can use but to call Armstrong a ―cunt.‖ This
use of such harsh language is an example of how strongly Roget feels about what Armstrong is
doing, and this feeling pulls Roget out of gentlemanly demeanor for a moment to express how he
truly feels. Roget is a strong character you just can’t help but like.
Thomas Armstrong (1799)
Thomas Armstrong is the other scientist living in the Fenwick home. He is 26 years old.
Armstrong is smart, cunning, deceptive, charming and ambitious. He has a thirst for knowledge
that can never be fulfilled. He is living in the Fenwick home because another scientist named
Dr. Farleigh asked Joseph to take him on for three months. Armstrong still goes and studies with
Farleigh, but he lives with the Fenwicks. As we discover, Joseph does not really like Armstrong,
and the only reason he has Armstrong living in his home is because he is doing Dr. Farleigh a
favor. Fenwick does think of Armstrong as a good scientist. He knows Armstrong has many
scientific skills, but Fenwick does not trust him because he has no care for anything other than
discoveries. From the start of the play, we know Armstrong is going to be a figure who will
cause problems for all involved in the play. As mentioned, Susannah and Armstrong never
really interact, because Armstrong follows her husband’s example and ignores her. The
daughters don’t really like him. They think he is cruel. In his relation to Isobel, Armstrong
shows us just how deep his passions for exploring go. He destroys a young girl’s life just so he
can get a look at her back. Armstrong tricks Isobel into loving him. This is no easy task. He
pushes her until she breaks. He tells her nice things, brings her gifts, and makes up stories to
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make her love him: all so he can examine her. Most of this I have referenced already, but let me
point out one thing more: when Isobel is found hanging (but not dead), Armstrong shows just
how far he will go to get what he wants. When he gets her down she still has a pulse. He tells
Maria to go and get the father for help. When he is alone, he finds the note Isobel has written
telling everything that happened. He hides the note and instead of trying to save her, he kills her.
He knows two things. One: if she is dead, no one can stop him from digging up her body and
studying it. Two: dead people don’t talk. When she dies, there is no evidence he had anything to
do with the tragedy. Roget does not know Armstrong is the actual person who ended Isobel’s
life, but he does know he is the one who drove her to hang herself. After Isobel’s body is
removed from the room, the two men are left alone. Roget confronts Armstrong about his
involvement in her hanging. When Armstrong tries to brush off the fact he had anything to do
with it, Roget responds in violence and punches Armstrong. This is one of the only times in the
play where anyone gets the best of Armstrong. It is very easy to view Armstrong as a villain,
and in some cases he is, but the people who come to watch the play must never know this. This
battle to hide who Armstrong really is will be a struggle. If they do, the play does not work.
Playing and trusting in a character like Armstrong is very hard for an actor and an ensemble cast.
Yet Armstrong is one of the best roles I have read, and am excited for others to find out why.
Ellen (1999)
Ellen is a smart, sophisticated, and passionate woman. She is around 50 years of age and
works in genetics. She is married to Tom, an English lecturer. She has come on some harder
financial times recently, because her husband has been forced into early retirement. This being
the case, they need to sell their house. The house has been in Ellen’s family for many
generations. The house means a lot to Ellen because it is filled with history, her own personal
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history and the history of ―radicalism,‖ as she calls it. There is, however, an opportunity for
them to keep the house if they want to. Ellen has been offered a job working with stem cells.
Ellen really wants the job. However, the job prospect causes an ongoing fight with Tom. He
does not feel working with embryos is right, and he believes his wife is messing with things she
should not have anything to do with. Ellen is torn; she wants to take the job, but does not think
she can live with her husband judging her. For Ellen and Tom, this is a very delicate subject.
She has been pregnant six times and has miscarried every time. Ellen does not view this as
human life, but Tom does. This issue is the topic of the majority of their battles. Looking for a
sympathetic ear, Ellen turns to someone else to see what they think about the matter. The first
person Ellen talks to is Kate. Kate is Ellen’s friend and possible future coworker. Kate works
for the firm that wants to hire Ellen to do the research. Kate has a very different prospective in
these matters. She views the fetus as a ―cluster of cells,‖ and makes the issue less about human
life and more about the work. She tells Ellen Tom should not have a say in the matter because
he is not going to be the person doing the experiments. Ellen disagrees with her because Tom is
her husband and it matters to her what he thinks. Kate tries to convince Ellen the job is good for
her, and she will be helping many people when her methods are perfected. The other person
Ellen talks with is Phil. Phil is a man taking measurements of their house for the remodeling that
is going to take place after they move out. He is blue collar and a very out spoken man. He is a
father and has much less education than the other characters in 1999. He has a very different
opinion of Ellen’s research. Being a father, Phil gets very upset when Kate and Ellen suggest
one thing positive that might come out of Ellen’s research is the ability to find out very early on
if a fetus presents any abnormalities, and therefore will offer parents all the facts in deciding
whether or not to terminate a pregnancy. This thought really upsets Phil, and it actually weighs
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heavily on Ellen’s mind as well. Ellen sees Phil as representative of the greater population, and
she questions if she wants to be viewed by so many as a monster. Ellen and Phil’s relationship is
a funny one. Phil believes in aliens, UFOs, and spontaneous combustion; in short, Ellen feels
she is much smarter than him. In other words, she notes his science is based on beliefs and hers
is based on facts. But Ellen needs Phil as a sounding board. In many ways, she gets to interview
someone who is removed from the situation and offers her an objective opinion. Tom has very
emotional feelings about this because of the pregnancies they have gone through, and Kate is
driven by the money. Because these two sides are deeply rooted in other concerns, Ellen does
not agree with either side, but still ends up taking the job because she is ready to move forward
with her life. Ellen is affected by the box of bones found in the house. They do not bother her
directly, of course, but their affect on her husband greatly upsets her. When the bones are found,
Ellen is curious about where they came from and who they belonged to, but when Tom starts to
feel a responsibility to the body, it affects their life together. Ellen has a very difficult task in
keeping her husband’s spirits up and stopping him from obsessing about the box of bones. Ellen
must always love her husband and care about his needs, but in the end she realizes he will love
her weather she takes the job or not. The person Ellen has to fight the hardest turns out to be
herself. She is very complex and conflicted throughout most of the play, and in the end she
needs to find resolve in her decision.
Tom (1999)
Tom is in his 60s and married to Ellen. He is an English lecturer with a love for
gardening. Tom being a English teacher is a tool used by Stephenson to show the parallel
between Tom and Ellen. Tom is conflicted because he is going through a major life change. He
has just been forced out of his job. His wife has just received the opportunity for a promotion,
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but they are still unsure of their decisions, and they might end up uprooting their life and selling
their house. Times are hard for Tom right now. Being forced to retire has made Tom look at his
life and question what is next. He is too young to be done working, but too old to start
something new. Tom also has a fear of being supported by his wife. For many men, the need for
being the primary breadwinner is engrained and important. If he has no job, this cannot happen.
Even though Ellen will make more than enough money for them to live on at her new job, the
reality makes Tom fear the way his life is going. At the time we first see Tom, he and his wife
are having a hard time deciding if Ellen should take the job or not. Tom has issues with some of
the stem-cell research. He tries many different ways to convince her of his point. He tries to
talk to her from a scientific standpoint, but she is much smarter than him when it comes to
science. So then he tries to reach her on a personal level. He talks about the pregnancies they
have miscarried, and he points out he thinks she is messing with the same sort of thing. He loves
Ellen and wants her to be happy, but is very emotionally upset by this argument. In the end,
Ellen decides to take the job, and Tom is happy to see his wife content in her choice. The
relationship Tom has with Kate, however, is very different. Kate is the one trying to get Ellen to
take the job. Tom is consequently at odds with Kate. He feels she has no morals and no concern
for how her knowledge is obtained. This kind of separation is something Tom does not
understand. The thing that really pushes Tom over the edge with Kate is several times she tells
Ellen that Tom’s thoughts on what Ellen does don’t matter. He takes it very personally and
thinks she is a young, ambitious fool. They never come to a common place of respect for each
other. Tom and Phil have a very different relationship as well. Phil is not like the rest of the
people in the house. In many ways, I feel Tom simply appreciates that Phil is different. Tom
feels very alone in the argument over Ellen’s job, and he has no idea how he will make it
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through. When he meets Phil, he knows he has found someone who can understand where he is
coming from with his concerns. Tom not only needs Phil’s support for the continuing argument
with Kate and his wife, but when a box of bones is found in the house, Phil is the only one who
shares Tom’s spiritual connection with who the person was. Tom is unsure about the way the
remains should be treated. At one point, when Tom and Phil are alone, Phil brings out a candle
to light for her soul. Tom is not sure what he thinks about this ritual, but engages in it with Phil.
The relationship between these two men is one they both need. Tom needs it so he will have
someone to listen to and not judge him. Phil needs it for the same reasons. When Phil speaks his
mind in front of Ellen and Kate, he is met with funny looks and sometimes even mockery. When
Phil is around Tom, he is able to be himself without fear of looking like a fool. Tom is someone
looking for answers. I think that is one of the overall ideas of the play, but with Tom’s life there
is no easy formula to follow. Tom is a reflection of Susannah in many ways. This role reversal
is something that happens with many of the characters in 1999. It will be very important to have
versatile actors to play roles in both time periods.
Kate (1999)
Kate is 28, and she is a scientist who works for the company that wants to hire Ellen.
Kate is driven by her own need to learn and to make money. The pay for the line of work she is
in is attractive to her lifestyle. She is in some ways a reflection of Armstrong because she also
has a thirst for discovery that can never be fulfilled. Her mission is to get Ellen to take the job at
the firm where she works. The person standing in Kate’s way is Tom. They are very different
people. As an English lecturer, Tom deals with theory; Kate deals with facts. Kate does not see
the gray areas in many things. The fact Tom does not like the research that is being done at her
firm is illogical to her. Tom only has personal beliefs to go on, and for Kate that is just not
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enough. Many times she tells Ellen Tom gets no say in her decision, even though this will
uproot Tom as well. Kate is younger than Ellen, and Ellen at one time was very much like Kate.
So when Kate begins to talk about how science is so important and about her general ambitions,
Ellen excuses many of Kate’s shortcomings because she understands those ambitions as once
residing in herself. Kate’s relationship with Phil is a very strange and short one. Kate views Phil
as a low class, unintelligent human who could never understand the thoughts going on in her
own head. Phil tries many times to have a conversation with Kate on the work she does. When
this happens, Phil tries to talk to Kate on her level, but when he falls short, she does not meet
him halfway at all. In fact she is often downright mean to him. She openly mocks the things he
has to bring to the conversation, and will not give his comments serious thought if she thinks
they aren’t worthwhile. This puts them at an impasse. Phil has lost even before their
conversation begins, because Kate will never think she is wrong. Kate is only in the play a short
time, and as far as her role within the larger plot, I think Kate is there primarily to help the
conflict move between Ellen and Tom. This is a necessary part of the play that will have to be
covered by an actor who is well-trained and knows how to play subtext
Phil (1999)
Phil is one of the most essential components of the 1999 section of the play. He is very
different from the other people who surround him. While Phil is smart, he has much less formal
education than Tom, Ellen or Kate. He is treated as an outsider for a large majority of the play
by the women. Kate is rude to Phil any time he tries to share his thoughts on anything other than
what he is there to do—which is to take measurements of the house. He thinks things through in
great detail with the knowledge he has available to him. He draws many of his thoughts from
different sources like television, tabloids and word-of-mouth. Phil likes to think that the
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impossible is possible. His relationship with Ellen and Phil is a complicated one. Ellen tries to
find common ground with Phil. He is very interested in the work she does but does not really
understand it. He has an idea of what cloning is and somehow thinks what she is doing is the
same thing. It excites him in a way that is almost frightening to Ellen. There is so much
negativity that goes along with the idea of cloning; it is a stereotype of her work, and she does
not want to be viewed that way. She even takes offence when Phil starts talking about her
cloning humans. He is making judgments about things of which he is not fully aware. When
Phil finally realizes he has made uninformed judgments about her and what she does for a living,
he starts to re-evaluate what he has said. Phil is good at looking back at what he and others have
done and said and then carefully changing or modifying his opinions when he finds them to be
incorrect or incomplete. This is easy for him to do with Ellen because she takes the time to hear
what he has to say and breaks complex ideas down for him in terms he understands and can work
with. As for Kate, she does not have the class and grace Ellen has in regard to Phil. To Kate,
Phil is just a moron who cannot understand the real issue they are talking about. She continues
to explain, she feels there is great importance in his understanding of the work. Phil does not
like the fact that Kate talks down to him and becomes very defensive. For him it is embarrassing
he is viewed as stupid. This is the whole of the relationship with Kate and Phil. The only person
we see Phil really connect with is Tom. Tom is an outsider in the house, too. He and Phil bond
over their mutual exclusion. Tom has more formal education than Phil, but Tom can see Phil is
not dumb. Tom takes the time to listen to everything Phil has to say and really tries to see his
point of view. In return, Phil gives Tom the same respect. The scene that best illustrates this
point is the scene where Tom and Phil light a candle for the soul of the dead girl found in the
house. I am not sure if either man thinks this will do any good, but that really does not matter.
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Neither of them thinks everything has to be defined; some things can just be. Phil is the most
lighthearted character in the 1999 section of the play. He is there to offer a softer way of looking
at the situation and in many ways provides a calming presence for many of the characters
involved. The actor playing Phil must be charismatic and enjoy every nuance of playing such a
creative role.
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Chapter 3: Construct a Hypothesis (Script Analysis and Journals)
Act I Prologue pgs. 5 – 6 (Unit 1)
Time of Action:
Time

Non-specific

Place

Non-specific

Specific Locale

On the stage of the theatre

Relationships

Ellen’s relation to the painting ―An Experiment on a Bird with an Air
Pump‖

Occupation

Scientist

Politics

Ellen poses an ethical quandary of men having power of life and death.

Intellect

Ellen talks of the process of discovery and is enraptured by the
possibilities of science.

Spirituality

Ellen notes of the painting’s ability to show you science where you usually
find God.

Background Story

No Change

External Action:
Entrances & Exits

Rest of 1799 cast is set on stage in painting tableau.
Ellen enters the stage at top of the play.
Dressers enter towards end of French scene to dress Ellen as Susannah.

Properties

Not Applicable

Special Activities

Not Applicable

Internal Action:
Intentions

Ellen analyzes her favorite painting and why she has such passion for it.

Director’s Analysis:
Ellen is talking about being young, eager and ambitious and discovering what she loves about
science. She, like many we discover later in the play, is looking for answers about life, love and
ethics.
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Act I Prologue pgs. 6 – 7 (Unit 2)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

The home of Dr. Joseph Fenwick

Relationships Joseph Fenwick and Susannah Fenwick, married
Maria and Harriet, sisters and children of the Fenwicks
Maria and Edward (in India), engaged to be married
Thomas Armstrong, apprentice scientist to Joseph
Peter Roget, apprentice scientist to Joseph
Isobel Bridie, maid for the Fenwick household
Occupation

Joseph, Armstrong, Roget; scientists
Isobel, maid and nanny

Politics

N/A

Intellect

Men educationally superior to women.

Spirituality

Science replaces a relationship with a spiritual being in the household

Background Story

Roget and Armstrong live in the Fenwick home performing various
experiments under the tutelage of Dr. Fenwick. Maria and Edward are
engaged to be married. Harriet harbors a resentment towards Edward.
Armstrong has little for life when it concerns the advancement of science.
Fenwick does not care very much for Armstrong’s presence.

External Action:
Entrances & Exits

Isobel, Harriet and Maria exit at the end of the scene.

Properties

Air pump, pocket watch

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Character Intentions

Fenwick, Armstrong, Roget and Harriet experiment with the
outcome of when you place a bird in an air pump. Maria wants to
save the life of her pet bird. Susannah wants to calm Maria’s
hysterics.
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Director’s Analysis:
In this scene Dr. Fenwick is performing an experiment on Maria’s pet bird in an air pump. This
sort of experimentation illustrates the quest for knowledge and discovery that is a constant theme
throughout the play. We start to see relationships develop between Fenwick and his daughters,
whom he treats differently. Harriet, who is very much like Fenwick, is intrigued by such
experiments. Maria, on the other hand, is simply concerned for her pet. We discover Fenwick’s
relationship with Armstrong early on in the play through this scene, which result in feelings of
disdain. We see Roget’s compassion for other people’s feelings even in the face of discovery.
We see Susannah take on the role of family mediator by admonishing the children’s behavior
and apologizing for it to their guests.
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Act I Scene I pgs. 7 -12 (Unit 3)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

The home of Dr. Joseph Fenwick

Relationships See Unit 2
Occupation

See Unit 2

Politics

There is rioting about the price of fish occurring throughout the town.

Intellect

Debates about what is a truly enlightening lecture take place in the scene.

Spirituality

Topics by Rev. Jesup are quickly discarded.

Background Story

Armstrong has a strong attachment to a previous mentor and his topics of
discussion. Dr. Farleigh requested Fenwick take Armstrong under his
wing. Roget enjoys the compiling and categorizing information into lists.
The riots are a very common occurrence at this time in history. Fenwick
quips about how the riots were about corn last week.

External Action:
Entrances

N/A

Properties

Roget’s note pad, Susannah’s playing cards, Fenwick’s papers,
Armstrong’s pocket watch

Special Activities

Susannah plays card game known as patience

Internal Action:
Intentions

Susannah desires attention in any fashion from any of the men because she
feels consistently ignored. Fenwick and Roget are attempting to find a
lecture for New Year’s festivities. Armstrong attempts to leave to attend
one of Farleigh’s scientific demonstrations, but is unable to due to the
riots.

Director’s Analysis:
We see the desire for attention on the part of Susannah. She appeals to all three men in differing
ways to be included in the conversation and more importantly to be treated equally. Fenwick
starts to show some of his strong opinions over matters concerning science and politics. He
shows a general disregard for theology and holds the advancement of science above all things.
We see Roget try to analyze and interpret the ramblings of Dr. Fenwick while simultaneously
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exploring his own thoughts and opinions. Armstrong, meanwhile, comes off as a confident and
cocky young scientist who has little regard for the disdain shown by those around him.
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Act I Scene I pgs. 12 – 18 (Unit 4)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

No Change

Occupation

No Change

Politics

No Change

Intellect

With entrance of daughters, intellect shifts. Maria shows classic feminine
ambitions of the time: marriage, children. Harriet, meanwhile, goes
against traditional norms and is intrigued by her father’s line of work,
against the will of her mother.

Spirituality

Harriet rejects all established religion. Armstrong agrees with her. No
one corrects her.

Background Story

Isobel has been a maid in the household for quite some time. Harriet has
been coerced by her mother to write a play which Maria and Isobel act in.
Isobel has a spinal condition which affects her posture, induces pain in her
hips and causes a deformation that manifests itself as a hump-like feature.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Harriet, Isobel and Maria enter (pg. 12).
Harriet and Maria exit (pg. 18)

Properties

Isobel’s ―sheep‖ ears

Special Activities

Not Applicable

Internal Action:
Intentions

Harriet and Maria intend to inform Fenwick that the rioting has inflicted
property damage to the house. Maria, Isobel and Harriet intend to show
their father the play. Harriet attempts to curtail her mother’s bragging.
Roget asks inciting questions to stimulate Harriet’s desire for knowledge.
Susannah tries to highlight her daughters in order to steer the conversation
towards her.

Director’s Analysis:
We see how different the sisters are, also how differently they are treated by the other members
currently in the household. Although Harriet is forced to write a play by her mother, she is
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catering it to her own interests. She writes about the rise of industry in Britain against the
backward ideal of pastoral innocence through untouched nature. In this effort, we note Harriet’s
desire to be recognized by her father intellectually. Fenwick, however, shows no interest in the
play, showcasing the importance he places on science and politics over family.
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Act I Scene I pgs. 18 – 22 (Unit 5)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

NC

Occupation

NC

Politics

Riot finally enters the household itself when the cook brings in an injured
rioter.

Intellect

Isobel is discovered to be well-educated despite her social class and status
when Fenwick nonchalantly asks Isobel about a word choice in his
guidelines for the Philosophical society which catches everyone else off
guard. Isobel and Roget play a word game to see how many words for
―servant‖ Isobel is aware of. Isobel wins handedly.

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Isobel is Scottish and has been a maid in the household for quite a long
time. She is well respected by Fenwick because of her affinity for words.
This is not the first time the riot has reached the inner threshold of the
house as Susannah makes perfectly clear. Isobel also appears to be a little
apprehensive around men.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Harriet enters (pg. 21)
Harriet, Susannah and Fenwick exit (pg. 21)
Armstrong, Isobel, Roget exit (pg. 22)

Properties

N/A

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

To investigate the intelligence of Isobel.

Director’s Analysis:
We gain more knowledge about Isobel in this unit. We quickly gather she’s not your typical
household maid and that her mind is sharp. She is well-respected even by those who have a far
more formal educational upbringing. We start to see an interest from Isobel form in Roget and
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Armstrong but in different ways. Roget wishes to converse with her as an intellectual equal, but
Armstrong is only interested in using her in his studies due to her deformity. It is this difference
between the two men’s curiosities that set them apart. We see Roget begin to blossom as the
warm man and Armstrong as the cold, calculating scientist.
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Act I Scene I pgs. 22 – 23 (Unit 6)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Non-descript

Specific Locale

Non-descript

Relationships

Maria and Edward are still engaged.

Occupation

NC

Politics

India is currently a colony of Britain. The common Indian folk are looked
down upon by the British invaders.

Intellect

We begin to see Maria’s insecurities in her own knowledge

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Maria and Edward are engaged to be married. Edward is off studying in
India.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Maria enters (pg. 22)
Maria exits (pg. 23)

Properties

Maria’s letter

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Maria’s intention in the reading of the letter is to stay connected to
Edward, her fiancé, any way she can.

Director’s Analysis:
We learn that Maria and Edward are engaged to be married and Edward is currently traveling
around India. In his travels, he has become homesick. We know that in his travels he visits
different Indian cultures and is also battling with disease. He has also made a new friend named
Ms. Cholmondley who is from Yorkshire and has so far, not enjoyed their excursions.
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Act I Scene II pgs. 24 – 29 (Unit 7)
Time of Action:
Time

1999

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, United Kingdom

Specific Locale

House of Tom and Ellen

Relationships

Kate is friend and potential business colleague to Ellen.
Phil is a new acquaintance of Ellen and Kate.

Occupation

Ellen is a geneticist.
Kate is the representative of a research firm.
Phil is a handyman.

Politics

Dan Quayle is talked negatively in the sense of being cloned.
William Hague, at the time, was a Tory shadow chancellor and him also
being cloned may be scary due to his politics.

Intellect

Both Kate and Ellen are extremely educated and work in the science
industry. Kate and Ellen also attempt to bring up the Human Genome
Project, which is what Ellen is currently working on. Phil has far less
formal education and relies on mass media and rumors for most of his
information. He attempts to grasp the full scope of the project but gets
hung up on his own personal experiences.

Spirituality

N/A

Background Story

Kate is attempting to persuade Ellen to work for her firm. Ellen has
reservations about the research. The job offer is only available for a
limited time. Because of Ellen’s financial situation, she has to sell her
home in Newcastle. Phil has been hired by Ellen to fix up the house. Phil
is clearly a family man and has many questions about his daughter who is
having some kind of issue. Phil believes this to be allergy-related.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Ellen, Kate, Phil enter (pg. 24)
Kate exits (pg. 24)

Properties

Kate’s mobile phone. Ellen’s moving boxes. Phil’s tape measure,
clipboard and pencil.

Special Activities

Phil is measuring the space.
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Internal Action:
Intentions

Kate wants Ellen to work for her firm. Ellen wants time to think about her
job offer and wants to be understood by people who are ignorant about her
line of work. Phil wants to complete his work of measuring the house and
to gain knowledge about Ellen’s line of work. He also expects Ellen’s
expertise to diagnose his daughter’s illness.

Director’s Analysis:
This scene introduces the characters from 1999. Kate is a young, ambitious woman working in
the field of genetics. She needs Ellen and her research methods to help the business to continue
growing. Phil, in his mid-to-late 30s, is a handyman getting the house ready to be put on the
market. Phil is treated very differently by the two women; Kate barely gives him the time of day
while Ellen attempts to engage in conversation. Phil is hungry for knowledge and tries to absorb
all presented to him, but his eagerness and lack of education allows for a large amount of
misunderstanding. We learn that while Ellen enjoys her research, she questions the ethics behind
it. Phil also has many reservations considering he is a family man, and strives to be understood
by people who are clearly more knowledgeable.
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Act I Scene II pgs. 29 – 33 (Unit 8)
Time of Action:
Time

1999

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, United Kingdom

Specific Locale

House of Tom and Ellen

Relationships

Tom is married to Ellen and a new acquaintance of Phil’s

Occupation

Tom was an English Literature lecture. He was recently made redundant.

Politics

NC

Intellect

Tom is educated in English Literature.

Spirituality

The discussion of scientific advantage versus holy law is brought forth.

Background Story

Tom has recently been made redundant at his university. Tom, until the
end of the scene, has been down in the basement.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Kate enters (pg. 29)
Tom enters (pg. 33)
All exit (pg. 33)

Properties

Kate’s bottle of Jameson, tea cups, tray

Special Activities

NC

Internal Action:
Intentions

Kate tries to persuade Ellen to accept the job. Ellen and Kate attempt to
enlighten Phil in to the medicinal advances brought about by their
research. Phil fights to comprehend their line of work. Tom informs
every one of the discovery in the basement.

Director’s Analysis:
In Kate’s quest to hire Ellen, the two ladies enter into a discussion surrounding the political and
ethical ramifications with their job of stem cell research. Phil has a very hard time
comprehending some of their viewpoints. When Kate raises the point that you may want to abort
a fetus if you detect severe abnormalities, great umbrage is taken by Phil. Phil has a great
personal attachment to this issue for two reasons; there is a medical condition related to his
daughter that she more than likely has had since birth and because Phil had an uncle whom he
respected and admired that suffered from manic-depression. Phil is very defensive about the
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issues because of these reasons. This allows us to see Kate take a very cold stance and Ellen the
chance to evaluate the ethics of her research. Tom finds a skeleton in a box in the basement.
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Act I Scene II pgs. 33 – 34 (Unit 9)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Non-descript

Specific Locale

Non-descript

Relationships

Maria and Edward are still engaged.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

We continue to see Maria’s insecurities in her own knowledge

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Maria and Edward are engaged to be married. Edward is off studying in
India.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Maria enters (pg. 33)
Maria exits (pg. 34)

Properties

Maria’s letter

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Maria’s attempt to understand Edward’s homesickness.

Director’s Analysis:
We see Edward’s homesickness grow more severe in this letter. Maria tries to comprehend
Edward’s feelings. She becomes puzzled as to what Edward’s confusion is when he tries to
recall the landscape of England. This is one of the first times we see Maria and Edward growing
apart and the distance wearing on them.
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Act I Scene III pgs. 34 – 35 (Unit 10)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Roget shows romantic interests in Isobel

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

NC

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

NC

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Isobel enters (pg. 34)
Roget enters (pg. 34)
Fenwick and Susannah enter (pg. 35)

Properties

Isobel’s rag and table polish. Roget’s book. Susannah’s needlework

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Roget tries to woo Isobel. Isobel deflects Roget’s advancements.
Fenwick attempts to interfere with Roget’s romantic endeavors.

Director’s Analysis:
This scene presents a new side of Roget. He seems to be more confident in his advancements
toward Isobel. However, when he is met with even the least bit of resistance all his confidence
escapes him. We see Isobel is very content with being romantically alone and is not at all
intrigued by Roget. Fenwick realizes the attempted advances on the part of Roget and is quick to
show his disapproval. Susannah aids her husband in doing so.
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Act I Scene III pgs. 35 – 39 (Unit 11)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Susannah and Fenwick’s marriage is beginning to show signs of trouble.

Occupation

NC

Politics

Fenwick derides the monarchical system present in England and desires
the new ideas of democracy and universal suffrage.

Intellect

Fenwick encourages Roget to envision the future of Newcastle through
advances in technology. The common person is still living in an age of
superstition, according to Fenwick.

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

NC

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Isobel exits (pg. 34)
Susannah exits (pg. 39)

Properties

N/A

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Fenwick educates Roget on the future of society and the world from his
eyes. Roget tries to understand Fenwick’s visions and also to stay out of
the couple’s argument. Susannah fights with Fenwick about her role in
discussions of science and politics.

Director’s Analysis:
Fenwick truly tries to educate and inform Roget regarding the current world systems. It is clear
Fenwick sees potential in Roget and wants to aid Roget in his current view of the world while
Susannah fights desperately to be viewed as an equal. It’s key to understand Fenwick’s vision of
the future in this scene because when we do visit the section of the play set in 1999, the audience
will be looking for examples of Fenwick’s predictions to be true or false. It is also made very
clear that Susannah feels ignored and underappreciated. Susannah finally vocally acknowledges
her frustrations to her husband. She tells him she is ignored and excuses herself from the
conversation brusquely. This shows a lot about Susannah’s character by telling her husband she
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feels ignored, it shows her strength and passion. By leaving the room in the manner she does,
however, we can still see that she does not want to embarrass her husband in front of company. I
feel the subtext of this is that she wants to out of her current position. However, for her it is an
impossibility at the time because of the surrounding social parameters. This is something that she
is very aware of but does her best to fight against any way.
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Act I Scene III pgs. 39 – 40 (Unit 12)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

We start to see a growing mutual respect between Roget and Fenwick.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

NC

Spirituality

Does science require a warm heart?

Background Story

Fenwick only has Armstrong there because Farleigh asked him to take him
on for 3 months.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Fenwick and Roget exit (pg. 40)

Properties

N/A

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Fenwick coaxes Roget into discussing his feelings on science, politics and
life. Roget examines Fenwick to discover what role emotions and ethics
play in ―modern‖ science.

Director’s Analysis:
The relationship between Fenwick and Roget is a necessary one. This scene sets up the clear,
mutual respect the two hold for each other. This relationship must be clear to serve as a
counterbalance for the relationship between Fenwick and Armstrong. Fenwick must display an
equal amount of admiration for Roget as he displays his disdain for Armstrong. It is this
juxtaposition that makes the play compelling. We also see that Fenwick is starting to realize his
shortcomings with his wife. Although he has not yet fully realized the severity of his wife’s
outburst, he begins to recognize there is an issue.
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Act I Scene III pg. 40 (Unit 13)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Armstrong’s ―emotions‖ for Isobel being a rapid climb.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

NC

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Armstrong feels bad about inquiring about Isobel’s hump so he tries to
make amends.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Armstrong and Isobel enter (pg. 40) and freeze in a tableau during the next
unit.

Properties

Armstrong’s book of sonnets

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Armstrong intends to woo Isobel. Isobel keeps her distance from
Armstrong.

Director’s Analysis:
We begin to see a softer side of Armstrong emerge when he apologizes for his aggressive
inquiries regarding Isobel’s condition. He starts to show he has compassion and maybe even a
little passion for Isobel by having listened to her previous conversation and gifts her a book of
sonnets due to her passion for reading. Isobel has her own growth and change in this short unit
as well. At the beginning, she is very resistant to anything dealing with Armstrong. When
Armstrong gives her a gift truly to her liking, she begins to let down some of her defenses.
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Act I Scene III pgs. 41 – 44 (Unit 14)
Time of Action:
Time

1999

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, United Kingdom

Specific Locale

In the garden of the house

Relationships

Tom and Ellen’s relationship starts to intensify due to Ellen’s
advancements in her career and the ethical implications it brings.

Occupation

NC

Politics

Ramifications of Ellen’s work on stem cells and the knowledge that
insurance companies can have once they map the Human Genome.

Intellect

Ellen has decided that life begins at the moment of birth and her working
with pre-embryos is not any issue.

Spirituality

Tom feels a spiritual connection to the box of bones in the basement. He
acknowledges that they were once a human being and that he has a
responsibility for them. Tom also feels that life begins at the moment of
conception.

Background Story

Tom and Ellen have tried to conceive a child for many years. Each
pregnancy, 6 in total, have ended in miscarriages.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Tom enters (pg. 41)
Ellen enters (pg. 41)
Tom and Ellen exit (pg. 44)

Properties

Tom’s rose clippings, gloves.

Special Activities

Tom is taking rose clippings.

Internal Action:
Intentions

Tom explains to Ellen’s the dangers of her research. Ellen retorts that her
passion for the work and the outcomes overshadow any ethical
responsibility.

Director’s Analysis:
The scene explores the different standpoints of Tom and Ellen regarding Ellen’s research. The
arguments not only on the broad political and social levels but Tom brings it into the family by
bringing up their own personal inability to conceive a child. It is also made clear that Tom feels
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a strong personal connection to the body found in the basement and he is very unsettled by his
earlier discovery.
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Act I Scene III pgs. 45 – 46 (Unit 15)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Isobel is brought firmly out of her shell by Armstrong’s advances and she
feels comfortable enough to reciprocate.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

NC

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Isobel reveals her painful past about the only man who has ever attempted
to woo her. He turns out to be an ―old man with the face of a goat‖. This
painful truth is what has led Isobel to willingly accept a life of solitude.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Armstrong exits (pg. 46)
Isobel exits (pg. 46)

Properties

N/A

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Armstrong continues to seduce Isobel. Isobel intends to keep her pride
and self-worth in the face of possible embarrassment.

Director’s Analysis:
Isobel fights very hard to stick to her solitude over the course of scene III. Eventually, the charm
and wiles of Armstrong are too much for her emotional armor and she begins to believe his
affections are true and is honestly excited about the possibility of being loved. Armstrong has
little to no regard for Isobel’s emotional feelings and only cares about his own scientific
ambitions. It is key that the audience does not clue into this fact. Armstrong must appear at all
times to be completely taken by Isobel’s intellect and naïveté. At the end of the Act, we must be
left with some kind of hope for Isobel.
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Act II Scene I pg. 47 (Unit 16)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Non-descript

Specific Locale

Non-descript

Relationships

Maria and Edward’s relationship diminishes at the receipt of this letter.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

Maria starts to show more intelligence and less naivete regarding her
relationship with Edward.

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Edward imparts to Maria about one of his winters in England. He recalls
finding two boys frozen together in the fields of Northumbria and the
inability to even pry them apart.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Maria enters (pg. 47)
Maria exits (pg. 47)

Properties

Maria’s letter and compact

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Maria fails to comprehend Edward’s homesickness and why his mood has
changed drastically.

Director’s Analysis:
Maria is taken aback by Edward’s change in mood. She cannot understand why now he has a
sudden aversion to returning to England. This is very atypical behavior and casts doubt for
Maria on her future with Edward. When Maria realizes Edward doesn’t remember her eye color,
it creates great emotional turmoil for her. This is a great turning point in the relationship of the
two betrothed.
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Act II Scene I pgs. 47 – 48 (Unit 17)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Maria and Edward’s relationship is becoming more distance.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

NC

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Maria and Edward’s relationship problems are revealing themselves to the
rest of the household.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Maria, Harriet and Isobel enter (pg. 47)
Fenwick, Susannah, Roget and Armstrong enter (pg. 48)
Maria and Harriet exit (pg. 48)

Properties

Harriet’s Britannian scepter, shield and hat. Maria’s crook

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Harriet desires a successful rehearsal of the play. Isobel wishes she
weren’t in the play and attempts to comfort Maria. Maria craves empathy
for her upsetting letter from Edward.

Director’s Analysis:
The trials Harriet goes through to mount a rehearsal of the play continue to grow as Maria’s
emotions from the previous unit bleed into this scene. In Maria’s attempt to find answers for
Edward’s behavior, she receives nothing but frustration from Harriet and sympathy from Isobel.
This is a reflection of how Isobel’s relationship differs between the two girls.
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Act II Scene I pgs. 48 - 52 (Unit 18)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Harriet and Maria are feuding. Harriet and Susannah trade verbal blows
as do Fenwick and Susannah.

Occupation

NC

Politics

Harriet paints a picture of industry versus a pastoral innocence in her play.

Intellect

Harriet’s interest in science and discovery blossom in this scene when she
uses Susannah’s play idea as a platform for expression.

Spirituality

Harriet represents the spirit of Britannia and also uses Christ metaphors to
get her point across.

Background Story

NC

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Maria and Harriet enter (pg. 49)
Fenwick, Susannah, Maria, Harriet and Roget exit (pg. 52)

Properties

N/A

Special Activities

Maria, Harriet and Isobel attempt to put on a play.

Internal Action:
Intentions

Harriet shows the foolishness of Maria’s relationship. Maria searches for
understanding within her relationship with Edward. Susannah wants to
comfort Maria and understand Harriet. Harriet reveals her lack of interest
in writing and literature to Susannah and verbally shows her interest in her
father’s line of work. Fenwick tries to diffuse the situation without unjust
rage thrown in his direction. Roget and Armstrong try to be entertained by
the play.

Director’s Analysis:
The play-within-a-play occurs within this unit. It is a forum for the argument between science
and the arts. This being one of the major themes of the play. This brings Harriet’s true
ambitions to the forefront, which break from societal norms for women of the time. We see a
complete lack of understanding on Susannah’s part in regards to Harriet. This is also a prime
example of Harriet’s quick temper, Maria’s fragility and Susannah’s familial disconnect.
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Act II Scene I pg. 53 (Unit 19)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Armstrong and Isobel’s relationship grows even stronger and more
sensual.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

NC

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Armstrong tells a story of his mother dying and how in uncomfortable
situation, he resorts to jokes of an often inappropriate nature.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Isobel and Armstrong exit (pg. 53)

Properties

N/A

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Armstrong is ready to take the relationship to the next level. When his
advances are seen as inappropriate, he is forced to change his ambitions to
earning her trust. Isobel, wanting love, has to weigh the balance between
genuine affections and pure, animalistic lust.

Director’s Analysis:
We must see Armstrong advance too strongly and have it frighten and offend Isobel. Isobel is
not ready to fully commit to the relationship at this time. Her trust and respect still has to be
earned and is almost completely lost by Armstrong’s lack of compassion. By revealing a gentler
side, Armstrong not only gets himself out of trouble for his previous comment, but solidity’s
some trust and understanding from Isobel.

58

Act II Scene II pgs. 54 – 56 (Unit 20)
Time of Action:
Time

1999

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, United Kingdom

Specific Locale

House of Tom and Ellen

Relationships

A mutual respect begins to blossom between Tom and Phil.

Occupation

NC

Politics

The Conservative (Tory) party of Great Britain is discussed.

Intellect

NC

Spirituality

Souls, the afterlife and Catholicism are key discussion points in this unit.

Background Story

Phil’s mother was Catholic and Phil continues to uphold some of the
Catholic Church’s traditions.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Phil and Tom enter (pg. 54)
Kate and Ellen enter (pg. 56)
Phil exits (pg. 56)
Tom, Kate and Ellen exit (pg. 56)

Properties

Phil’s tool bag, candle and lighter. Tom’s box of keepsakes.

Special Activities

Ceremonial burning of candle

Internal Action:
Intentions

Tom and Phil try to gain understanding of each other and to help the
remains found in the basement find peace. Kate and Ellen strive to find
the meaning behind Phil and Tom’s relationship.

Director’s Analysis:
Tom and Phil need each other. The women in 1999 are a very strong and confident pair as
evidenced at the end of the scene. When the men do not have concrete evidence for their
thoughts and opinions the ladies often disregard their observations. Tom and Phil can discuss
their ideas in an open and free way. When Ellen and Kate discover Tom and Phil burning a
candle for the remain’s soul, they question the reason behind it. After Phil exits Ellen questions
if she has done something to offend Phil showing that she does not have a complete disregard for
someone’s spiritual beliefs.
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Act II Scene II pgs. 56 – 58 (Unit 21)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Armstrong and Roget begin to see each other as colleagues and explore
each other’s opinions of ethics in regards to their work.

Occupation

NC

Politics

Armstrong tells Roget about how they illegally obtain cadavers.

Intellect

Armstrong’s intellect is not swayed by morality or ethics. Roget is
conflicted.

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Armstrong has quite a bit of experience examining cadavers. One of the
particular cadavers obtained turned out to be the instructor’s grandfather.
Also, Armstrong seeks out potential cadavers before they are deceased in
order to obtain unique specimens.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Armstrong and Roget enter (pg. 56)
Fenwick enters (pg. 58)
Armstrong, Roget and Fenwick exit (pg. 58)

Properties

Roget and Armstrong’s Badminton rackets and birdies.

Special Activities

They play badminton.

Internal Action:
Intentions

Armstrong explains to Roget that when you are dealing with science you
cannot be emotionally conflicted. Roget probes Armstrong for
information as to the nature of Farleigh’s demonstrations.

Director’s Analysis:
How Roget and Armstrong view each other in the scene is very indicative of their relationship.
Armstrong believes he is much smarter and more resolute in his line of work. Because
Armstrong does not think Roget has these qualities, Armstrong views Roget as a lesser scientist.
Roget is intrigued by Farleigh’s demonstrations and while he has a thirst for the knowledge
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derived from the experiments, he is very uncomfortable with the methods used in obtaining the
bodies. Armstrong views this as a weakness but Roget still has a clear conscience.
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Act II Scene II pg. 58 – 59 (Unit 22)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Non-descript

Specific Locale

Non-descript

Relationships

Maria and Edward are rocky at best.

Occupation

NC

Politics

Maria refers to the riots that have been occurring for the last 6 months.

Intellect

Maria acknowledges the fact that she is often thought of as the ―silly‖ of
the two sisters.

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Maria has spoken to someone who has recently returned from Lucknow
and has learned that Ms. Cholmondely and Edward have a flourishing
romance. Riots have been occurring these past 6 months.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Maria enters (pg. 58)
Maria exits (pg. 59)

Properties

Maria’s letter

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Maria wants to make Edward keenly aware that she has suspicions of his
affections and wants clarification if this is fact or fiction.

Director’s Analysis:
We see the stronger side of Maria in this letter. She has a lot of self-realization which adds to
her strength and confidence. She is not severing ties with Edward yet but wants clarification of
where their relationship is going if at all. Maria does a lot of growing up from the previous letter
to this one.
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Act II Scene III pgs. 60 – 63 (Unit 22)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Susannah and Fenwick’s unstable relationship is thrust out into the open.
Fenwick finally shows some appreciation for Harriet’s experimentation.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

Harriet earns some respect for exploration and discovery regardless of her
gender.

Spirituality

They facetiously discuss making Fenwick a saint due to his standing in the
community.

Background Story

The hat Harriet’s been working on for the play-within-a-play is finally
completed and functioning.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

All except Harriet (pg. 60)
Harriet enters (pg. 60)
All exit but Susannah and Fenwick (pg. 63)

Properties

Harriet’s hat. Dinnerware and food

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Harriet intends to gain respect from her father. Susannah commands
respect from everyone. Roget becomes a great arbiter between all the
arguments that unfold and encourages Harriet’s discoveries.

Director’s Analysis:
The key to this scene is to see Susannah’s frustration when Harriet receives more praise than she
does. Fenwick must acknowledge the achievements of his daughter and corral his wife. By the
family unit breaking down, uneasiness quickly settles in through all the household. There must
be a strong sense of embarrassment on all accounts for Susannah and Fenwick’s outbursts.
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Act II Scene III pgs. 63 – 66 (Unit 23)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Fenwick and Susannah reaching a crossroads in their marital relationship.
Although he views Susannah as ignorant based in his knowledge, he still
loves her.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

Susannah studied literature and art. She never covered politics and
science in her studies. This causes a disconnect in the relationship and
unfairly paints Susannah ignorant in Fenwick’s eyes.

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Susannah was quite young when she married Fenwick. Beauty and charm
drew Fenwick to Susannah; her intellect was not a factor.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

N/A

Properties

N/A

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Fenwick endeavors to find a level playing field in expressing his love to
Susannah although she’s not his scientific equal. Susannah expresses her
frustration to Fenwick for his complete dismissal of her, and, while she
grasps her intellectual shortcomings, she is still attempting to illicit any
reaction from her husband.

Director’s Analysis:
This is the largest turning point for Susannah and Fenwick. Until now there has been a large
disregard and disconnect in terms of their relationship. Susannah’s struggles through the entirety
of the play build to this moment. By her erupting in the manner she does, she gets through to
Fenwick for the first time. When she finally has his attention, she uses every moment to regain
her relationship with her husband. Fenwick, in a surprising turn, reveals his deep affection and
true love for Susannah. He acknowledges the fact that when they met she was not his intellectual
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equal. However, he chose to marry her for her beauty. Now that Susannah has confronted
Fenwick, the dynamic of the relationship changes. Although Susannah is still not his intellectual
equal, Fenwick must recognize her efforts.
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Act II Scene III pgs. 66 (Unit 24)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Maria and Harriet’s relationship comes to physical blows over the Edward
situation. Fenwick stands up for Susannah.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

NC

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Harriet’s taunting of Maria has gone too far leading to a physical
altercation.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Harriet, Maria and Isobel enter (pg. 66)
All but Isobel exit (pg. 66)

Properties

N/A

Special Activities

Stage combat

Internal Action:
Intentions

Isobel informs the parents of the children’s activities. Maria fights with
her sister to stop her taunting. Harriet intends to show Maria the
foolishness of her relationship with Edward. Susannah tries to stop the
fighting. Fenwick supports his wife’s actions in household affairs for the
first time.

Director’s Analysis:
The fight between Maria and Harriet has been brewing for the whole play. The sisters are just
too different in nature to tolerate each other daily. However, this fight is beneficial to Fenwick
and Susannah’s relationship. In Susannah’s attempts to deter the girl’s fighting, Fenwick has the
opportunity to stand up for her and agree with her actions instead of undercutting her authority.
This creates a new dynamic in the family, which is needed for the rest of the play.
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Act II Scene III pgs. 66 – 69 (Unit 25)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Isobel and Armstrong are romantically and sensually tied together. Roget
becomes decidedly jealous of Armstrong. Armstrong reveals his false
feelings for Isobel. Roget vocalizes his utter disdain for Armstrong and
his methods.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

Armstrong is a master manipulator, taking the feelings of the weak and
using them for his own gain.

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Armstrong has been plotting the whole play to seduce Isobel. He wants
her to disrobe for him for no other reason than to take a close look at her
spinal deformity.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Armstrong enters (pg. 66)
Roget enters (pg. 67)
Isobel exits (pg. 67)
Isobel enters (pg. 67)
Isobel exits (pg. 69)
Roget and Armstrong exit (p. 69)

Properties

Isobel’s table polish and rag, Armstrong’s package for Isobel

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Armstrong continues his pursuit of Isobel. Isobel obliges. Roget fights to
disrupt the relationship. Armstrong finally reveals his true motives behind
his pursuit of Isobel. Roget declares his disdain for Armstrong. Isobel
overhears Armstrong’s confession and is entirely crushed.
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Director’s Analysis:
Armstrong drops his mask regarding his intentions and affections of Isobel. By this unveiling, it
completely confirms the suspicions of Armstrong that have been set forth the entire play. We
see a new side of Roget. He not only reveals his true feelings for Isobel, but finally has the
confidence to speak his mind about the disgust he feels for Armstrong. Up until this point,
Armstrong has been Roget’s superior; now, we see a reversal as Roget holds the higher ground.
Isobel is destroyed by Armstrong’s reveal and exits in great haste, unable to control her
emotions.
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Act II Scene III pg. 69 (Unit 26)
Time of Action:
Time

1799

Place

Non-descript

Specific Locale

Non-descript

Relationships

Maria calls off the engagement.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

Maria shows the capability to stand on her own two feet.

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Twists and turns of Maria and Edward’s relationship have come to a head.
Maria will no longer stand for Edward’s distance and philandering
anymore.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Maria enters (pg. 69)
Maria exits (pg. 69)

Properties

Maria’s letter

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Maria clarifies where she stands in the relationship and to acknowledge
that she’ll be just fine without him.

Director’s Analysis:
Maria ends the relationship between herself and Edward. This allows us to see a newer,
stronger, more confident and resolute Maria.
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Act II Scene IV pgs. 70 – 73 (Unit 27)
Time of Action:
Time

1999, New Year’s Eve

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, United Kingdom

Specific Locale

House of Tom and Ellen

Relationships

Ellen and Tom’s relationship has stabilized since the last scene. Phil and
Kate take the stance of ―agree to disagree‖. Tom and Kate’s antagonistic
relationship remains constant.

Occupation

Ellen has accepted Kate’s job offer.

Politics

NC

Intellect

Ellen comes forward about her passion about her line of work, which
outweigh her moral and ethical stance.

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

We find out Ellen has accepted the position at Kate’s firm since last scene.
Phil’s daughter appears to have taken a turn for the worse as he’s going to
visit her in hospital once finished up at the house.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Tom and Ellen enter (pg. 70)
Kate enters (pg. 71)
Phil enters (pg. 72)
Phil exits (pg. 73)
All exit (pg. 73)

Properties

Champagne glasses

Special Activities

Toast to the new year

Internal Action:
Intentions

Ellen expresses passionate feelings about her line of work. Tom supports
Ellen. Phil expresses apprehensions about the new century. Kate is happy
about Ellen’s acceptance.
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Director’s Analysis:
By Ellen choosing to accept the job, it eases almost every argument in the house. Tom stays true
to his word and supports Ellen regardless of his personal feelings about the line of work. Kate
feels a great sense of accomplishment by having Ellen accept the position. Phil is apprehensive
about what the new century will hold. Phil also reveals he is going to the hospital to visit his
daughter, which insinuate that the outcomes of stem cell research may strike closer to his life
than anyone else’s in the household.
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Act II Scene IV pg. 73 (Unit 28)
Time of Action:
Time

1799, New Year’s Eve

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Isobel cannot bear the lies surrounding Armstrong’s falsehoods in their
relationship.

Occupation

NC

Politics

NC

Intellect

She is fully aware of the situation and has decided to take the only path
she sees open to her.

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Armstrong seduces Isobel falsely. She realizes her falsehoods and has
made the decision to rid herself of life.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Isobel enters (pg. 73)

Properties

Isobel’s letter, locket, and cloth noose

Special Activities

Hanging

Internal Action:
Intentions

Isobel wants to express her confusion and dismay at her relationship and
attempts suicide.

Director’s Analysis:
Isobel earns some of her self-respect back in this scene. After being duped into a false love by
Armstrong, she feels the only thing she has control of is her own mortality. She is attempting to
regain control of anything. BY taking matters into her own hands she feels she earns back some
of her self respect.
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Act II Scene V pgs. 74 – 75 (Unit 29)
Time of Action:
Time

1799, New Year’s Eve

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Isobel’s relationship with everyone changes dramatically due to her death
at the hand of Armstrong.

Occupation

Isobel is no longer the maid for the Fenwick household.

Politics

NC

Intellect

NC

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

Isobel attempts to commit suicide because the embarrassment of living
without love is too much to bare.

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Maria enters (pg. 74)
Armstrong enters (pg. 74)
Maria exits (pg. 74)
Fenwick, Harriet, Maria, Susannah, and Roget enter (pg. 74)
All but Armstrong and Roget exit (pg. 75)
Armstrong and Roget exit (pg. 75)

Properties

NC

Special Activities

Checking for pulse, Roget punches Armstrong in the face

Internal Action:
Intentions

Maria notifies everyone of Isobel’s hanging. Armstrong hides his
involvement by ending Isobel’s life, and destroying the note. Susannah,
Fenwick and Harriet stand disbelieving what’s laid out before them.
Roget blames Armstrong for the death without any hard knowledge of
Armstrong committing the deed.
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Director’s Analysis:
When Isobel is discovered hanging by Maria, Maria lets out a dreadful scream. This alerts
Armstrong to the situation. Armstrong realizes Isobel’s actions are a direct result of his
behavior. For this reason he decides to end her life rather than save it, covering up the actions he
took in previous scenes. Armstrong then finds Isobel’s suicide note which implicates him fully
in her decisions. He decides hiding the note is his best course of action. Upon the rest of the
family’s entrance, there is a moment of shock that sets in. After the Fenwicks remove Isobel’s
body, Roget confronts Armstrong about the fact that his actions led to the end result of Isobel
hanging herself. Roget then physically assaults Armstrong.
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Act II Scene V pgs. 75 – 76 (Unit 30)
Time of Action:
Time

1999, New Year’s Eve

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, United Kingdom

Specific Locale

House of Tom and Ellen

Relationships

Tom and Ellen have not only found common ground, but love and mutual
respect for one another

Occupation

NC

Politics

Discuss how historical buildings must be ready to be demolished by the
sweeping change of modernization.

Intellect

NC

Spirituality

NC

Background Story

NC

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

Tom and Ellen enter (pg. 75)
Tom and Ellen exit (pg. 76)

Properties

N/A

Special Activities

N/A

Internal Action:
Intentions

Tom shows that he is supporting his wife. Ellen acknowledges Tom’s
issues. Both look back on the past and hope for the best in the future.

Director’s Analysis:
Tom and Ellen examine their current situation and since their financial situation is to drastically
change for the better, they both question whether they should keep the house. They come to the
mutual decision that selling the house and moving on is the healthiest for their relationship.
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Act II Scene I pgs. 76 – 77 (Unit 31)
Time of Action:
Time

1799, New Year’s Eve

Place

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England

Specific Locale

Fenwick home

Relationships

Everyone’s relationships with each other are pushed aside in the
overriding situation with Isobel and her funeral.

Occupation

NC

Politics

Rioting finally subsides in light of the new century.

Intellect

Intellect takes a backseat to the loss of Isobel.

Spirituality

Although not a particularly religious household, they all take a moment to
honor the passing of Isobel.

Background Story

NC

External Action:
Entrances and Exits

All but Fenwick and Susannah enter (pg. 76)
Fenwick and Susannah enter (pg. 76)
All of cast is set in new tableau surrounding the corpse of Isobel (pg. 77,
end of play)

Properties

Isobel’s coffin

Special Activities

Funeral procession

Internal Action:
Intentions

All to honor the life of Isobel and to cautiously look forward to the new
century.

Director’s Analysis:
The passing of Isobel has silenced the household. Matters of science and politics are irrelevant.
The despair within the home raises questions of what the future will bring. Not all hope is lost,
however, but they are simply more cautious.
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Journals
9/20/10
I have now started the show that I have been waiting to dive into. I have fought to
produce the show I wanted to do for my thesis. The play in question is An Experiment with an
Air Pump. I think that this show is going to push me more than any other show I have ever
directed. That’s why I wanted to do it. It takes place in two time periods, one of which is 1799.
This is a style I have never worked in before. It will present some really great challenges for me.
Another aspect that is going to be very new to me is that of working in a dialect. All the roles in
this show will have a British dialect with the exception of Isobel, who has a Scottish dialect.
There were two days of auditions. The first day was monologues. The turnout was great. There
were a total of seventy-one people, and I cut that number down to nineteen people for the
callbacks. After a very long night of cold reads I was able to cast the show. The cast list is P.J.
McKinnie as Fenwick and Tom. He brings so much to the table for both roles. He is one of the
most experienced actors we have in our program and will bring in a wealth of knowledge to the
show. Fenwick is not a typical role for P.J. I think this will stretch him as an actor, and he will
add a new and interesting level to the show. The role also brings with it an added level of
playing two roles in one show, since he will also be playing Tom. It is a role that requires a large
amount of flexibility. It is very different then Fenwick. I feel that for the most part the roles of
dominance flip between Fenwick and Susannah and Ellen and Tom. This relationship is one of
the most pivotal in the show.
The person playing Susannah and Ellen is Caleigh Quirin. Caleigh is one of our new
grad students, who I have not had the chance to work with, or see her work in anything other
than auditions. I see so much potential there. I’m excited to see what she can do. Caleigh and
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P.J. look very good together when they read. They have a real connection. Caleigh, I feel, will
thrive in both roles. She is going to have a lot of room to play. The thing I’m going to try and
do is help her to pick clear choices from the ones she plays with to make sure we are developing
two distinct characters. Looking at the list of roles on her resume this is unlike any other role she
has ever played. In the audition she brought a strong feel of confidence and grace to Ellen and
she was both submissive and witty as Susannah. It is this juxtaposition that will bring the roles
clarity.
The two children of Fenwick and Susannah are Harriet and Maria. The role of Harriet
has its own struggles. In the painting, An Experiment on a Bird in an Air Pump, the two girls are
very young. This correlates with much of the dialogue of Harriet and Maria which also seems
adolescent. But, it is impossible for the characters to be as young as the girls in the painting for
a few reasons.

First, the actress playing Harriet must also be able to play Kate, who is

considerably older than her 18th century counterpart. Second, considering that I’m working with
university actors, none of my casting options will appear as young as the girls in the painting.
Considering the issue of age, it will be a focus of mine to help the actress playing her to not
come across as whiny. I think in some parts of the text she comes across that way, but if she is
played in that manner, the performance will come across as very forced.
Jennie Freeman, who will be playing Harriet, is very excited to get started. Like me, this
is Jennie’s thesis role. I knew Jennie would be cast somewhere in this show, I was just not sure
in what part. Her duel role as Harriet and Kate will be a genuine test of all that she has learned
in graduate school.
Jennie and I completed our undergraduate studies at the same university, and frankly, I’m
nervous to be working with Jennie in an actor/director relationship. We have known each other
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a long time and are friends on a personal level. In all the time I have known Jennie, she has
never been in one of the shows that I have directed. I will have to work to earn her trust as a
director, and not just a friend. I think Jennie will do a great job, but her greatest struggles will
be her dialect work, and committing to strong choices that are required for making the two roles
clear.
Fenwick’s other daughter, Maria, is being played by Natalie Boyd. When looking to fill
the role of Maria, I was searching for someone who could handle her intricate monologues. The
monologues that Maria has are a subplot of this show. They are an element that must not be
overlooked. They give vast insight into each of the family members, not just Maria. Also,
purely from the standpoint of the production, Maria’s monologues buy me precious time in
which to do scene transitions.
One of Natalie’s strengths as an actor is that she finds the humor in everything. The
humor is going to be there, now we will have to work to find the truth. This is something that is
well within Natalie’s range as an actor. Also, the combination of Jennie and Natalie will make
for a great family dynamic. These ladies both have very strong personalities, and will work well
together to bring out the level of competition between the rivaling sisters.
As far as the men go, I have already talked about Fenwick. He is one of the big building
blocks of this play, but there is also Roget. I am greatly intrigued by the character Roget. It is
the only role in the show that is based on a real person – the man that invented the thesaurus.
This is a brilliant move by Shelagh Stephenson. She has taken a real person and fictionalized
him as a very subtle way of building an interesting character.
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9/21/2010
Today was our first read of the script. Before we started the read, I had the designers
come in and show their designs. This was a great jumping off point; it allowed the actors to see
the concept of the show. Seeing their costumes and the set will help the company move toward
the same goal.
Also at the read was Timothy O’Neal, our dialect coach. Thus far, he appears to have
adequate experience. He observed the cast, and took extensive notes on which actors would
need individual dialect work. I think the greatest struggle that Tim is going to have will be with
Rebecca and her Scottish dialect. She is the only actress who will not be using standard British.
Not only does Rebecca have to learn this dialect, but she has the added pressure of holding on to
it while everyone else is doing something different.
One really great element about the read is that we have a fun cast. I can see some great
working relationships already taking shape. It is clear that P.J. and Caleigh are going to truly
enjoy working together, luckily for them, because they have several scenes together. No one
ever wants to be the weakest person on stage, and for this reason, the cast will continue to
challenge each other. This will raise the quality of the acting over all, and will make my job as
director much easier. The first act read about an hour, and second act read about forty-five
minutes. I know that reads are always shorter than the actual show, but I think that the show is
going to move and will keep the audience’s attention. We are off to a great start.
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9/22/2010
Today we did table work over Act I. I feel it went really well. I find that doing table
work can really help the cast grow. I think it is very easy for actors to look at their character and
make choices; however, I think that it is harder for most to look at the people around them and
discover how they are related. By talking about it, we are creating a world and not just a limited
view.
At the end of rehearsal, P.J. said. ―I just want to say, I think that this whole night has
been very dangerous.‖ This was confusing for most involved. He further explained himself by
adding that he was concerned about cast members making judgments about their characters, and
not leaving room for discovery during the rehearsal process. For some shows I would have to
agree with P.J., but with our cast of fairly seasoned actors, table reads will do nothing but help us
in the long run. I like to think that this gets the wheels turning for most of them, while forcing
them to start making stronger choices. I am not saying that the first choice is a bad one. I just
think that sometimes, the first choice comes easily, and is not the strongest one you could be
making. At least when we talk about the text, you get to think about it, and find out if your first
response is in fact the best playable action.
Along with the cast, I too benefit from table reads. This is quite often the first time that I
am able to explain my thoughts to the cast and see them begin to come to life. It also allows for
the cast to ask me questions. When I have actors ask me questions that I do not know the
answer to, it gives me the chance to grow as a director. I have to go back and determine my
answer and defense for the question. I love the discovery that I get to do as a director.
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I am working on getting in contact with the playwright so I can ask her some of the
questions I have not been able to answer textually. Theatre is collaborative; I have to learn from
the cast as much as they learn for me.

82

9/23/2010
Tonight we did table work on Act II. This is the shorter of the two acts, and I think that
it moves very nicely. I enjoy talking to the cast about the show. They have very interesting
thoughts. Everyone was active in the discourse, and I think that we are getting people on the
same page.
I am continuing to see people in the cast bond. There are only seven people with lines in
the show. This means there is an odd number of people. Not that Rebecca is being excluded
from the rest of the cast, it just seems like people are pairing up, and she is the only one without
a partner. I think that this makes a lot of sense because Rebecca, playing the role of Isobel, is
isolated from everyone else in the play. It is funny how things in the show start to manifest
themselves in real life.
Tim has been working very hard with Rebecca on her dialect, and I have been seeing
growth daily. I have known Rebecca for as long as I have lived in New Orleans, and I have
really had the chance to see her grow as an actor. This semester she seems to have grown up
and is not as prone to hysterics. Her penchant for frenzies was something I talked to her about
before she was cast, and I think that she is dealing with her stress in a more adult fashion.
When I was asked what show I would like to do for my thesis I tried to pick a show that
would push me. In short, this play scares the shit out of me. In a way, this is very exciting. I
feel that this show is helping me grow to be a stronger director and theatre artist.

The actors are

very well trained actors that don’t need as much guidance as some of the younger actors I have
worked with in the past. This is both good and bad. The quality of their performances will be
higher than that of some of the people I have worked with in the past; on the other hand, I am
having to learn how best to communicate with experienced actors. I know that I am getting
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stronger. I am having a lot of fun so far, but it is going to be a lot of work. I’m so excited for
rehearsal every day. Tomorrow we are having a full rehearsal dedicated to voice work. Bring
it on!
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9/27/2010
Tonight was the first night of blocking. I have decided that every night we are starting
rehearsal with dialect work, followed by the actors walking the space and going over blocking
from the night before. I think that these two standard practices at each rehearsal will have long
term benefits. I blocked from pages 5-17 with no immediate problems. I am enjoying the cast
and they seem to trust me. This trust is an essential part of the actor/director relationship. I am
finding it hard to not work acting. I need to get the show blocked, and then work on the rest
after we start to get books out of hand.
The relationships of the cast are developing in both directions. On one hand, you have
people getting along like they have known each other for years. On the other, you have people
that have very strong personalities that are starting to clash. I don’t think that this is anything
that is going to be a problem, but I want to attempt to stay aware of the group dynamic. I think
that rehearsal went very well tonight, and I am ready to dive in even deeper.
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9/28/2010
Today I continued blocking Act I. I successfully completed from page eighteen to
twenty-nine. The first scene of Act I is extensive, and it was too much to take on in one night.
This caused a strange break. I think if I had to go back and do it again, I would get to the end of
the first scene and stop. I pushed on and did the end of the first scene and pushed into the
second. With many other plays, this would have not been any trouble, but in this show, because
it deals with a different time period and different characters played by the same actors, I found
the flip hard. It is challenging for an actor to change from one character to another, and the
addition of blocking retention makes it even more taxing. This cast has such a wide spectrum of
personalities.
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9/29/2010
I always think that it is humorous to see where alliances form in the cast. I have worked
on shows where some people have very intimate scenes together and off stage cannot stand the
sight of each other. I have the opposite here. P.J. and Caleigh have really made a strong bond.
It is a great thing for the show because the relationship with Fenwick and Susannah might be the
most important in the show. They work well together and push each other to be better. From
time to time, they push against me.

I think this is a good thing and a bad thing. I feel that in

the long run it will be better because they make me think about the choices I am making. On the
other hand, I find that because they are such a strong team, it feels as if it is two against one
when I am giving direction. I am not saying they are bad to work with, I just know that
sometimes they are very likeminded and if their opinions differ from mine, it is that much harder
for me to guide the direction of a scene.
I have also seen a bond with Jennie and Michael. I think it is because they are both from
Dallas, and they have similar ideas on acting theory. I am very happy that they are good friends,
and that they have someone to share their happiness and frustrations about the show.
The blocking is still going well, but I have to fight the desire to work acting. I think that
with this show I have to get it blocked, and the books out of their hands, before I may begin the
actual acting work in the scenes. I want to switch hats and move on to scene work.
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9/30/2010
I’m done blocking Act I! I’m so excited to be finished with the blocking. I know that
there are some things that I am going to have to go back and fix, but I do not have the answers
right now. I think I just need to let it sit for a little bit. Sometimes when I have blocking that
just is not working, if I try to fix it right then I will mess it up even worse than the original
problem.
I think it is going well. I have really been working to make the scenes in 1799 and 1999
feel different. The blocking in 1799 should be more fluid, whereas the movement in 1999 is
modern and less reserved. I think the actors are doing a great job of making them very different,
and I am doing all I can to help them with it. The crosses in 1999 are a lot more direct, and the
ones in 1799 are a lot more curvy and, in my mind, prettier. Tomorrow we are going to run Act
I to see how much of the blocking that the actors remember, and to see if I can fix any of the
sections that I do not think are solid.
I will close this journal for today saying that I have observed that many of the actors do
not like it when I experiment with blocking. They want me to get it right the very first time, and
have it never change. Actors are allowed to fail all the time; I just do not feel like most actors
want to give directors the same freedom.
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10/4/10
Today was a shorter rehearsal. I find that how the play is broken up into scenes is hard
for me to just block one scene at a time, or that I might not have the time to get through a whole
scene. I have broken the script into French scenes and this seems to be helping. It has been a
year since my last main stage production, and I am having a difficult time falling back into my
rhythm. I am sure that with time this will become more familiar to me and will start to flow a
little more. I do have to say that I greatly enjoy working with actors. Even when they are
driving me crazy, I find it exciting. I think that the actors are starting to trust me. I have not
picked an easy play to direct, but I feel that in time the hard work will pay off.
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10/5/10
More blocking tonight and I have hit the point where I want to be done with blocking and
really start diving into working the acting. I know that I need to get the blocking set, and the
actors need to be more familiar with the script, but working the acting is my favorite part.
Tonight Sarah blocked a section of the play. It was nice to sit back and let her take over
the rehearsal for a bit. She did a great job and I found it very exciting to watch someone else
work with the actors other than me. It gave me great comfort that both she and I have the same
kind of energy. I really do think it is a great thing to watch another director work. Sometimes
you learn tips and tricks that they use to make yourself a better director.
Tonight Chris Hamburger, the properties designer, brought in a taste of his work. He has
a lot of talent and is a great addition to the crew. The hat looks great, and I cannot wait to see
the rest of his designs come to fruition.
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10/11/10
Tonight was a long night. It was the first time we tried to do Act I off book. I am not
really sure what to think. All I know is that I am tired. It was about half and half between
people who were fairly solid on their lines and people who needed significant help. The good
thing is that now that they are getting books out of their hands characters will start to develop. I
know that it is a big task for people to know all of their lines. Most of the actors in the show
have a lot of experience. I am just going to trust that it was a hard night and that they will be off
book very soon. I really do believe that I have cast the right people.
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10/12/10
Tonight we ran Act II. The actors are still on book, but they are remembering most of
their blocking. I know that there is a lot to remember with this show, but it is amazing how well
they are keeping up with the tasks at hand. I know that the cast is really tired of being on book
and running through things. I think they are ready for acting notes. I want to give them notes
on their acting, but I think they just need more time with the script. Tomorrow will be a great
day of rehearsal.
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10/13/10
Today was great. I got to work acting. We started at the top of the show and just started
going moment to moment. I feel that the actors who I have not worked with before are not sure
how to take me. I get very excited and I move around a lot. When I had my first year of
graduate school, Rodney told me that I would use the phrase ―And stuff like that‖ after every
piece of direction I would give. He told me that it weakens me as a director and it makes the
actors not trust me as much. I have taken this to heart and I also examine everything that I say.
I want to be clear and respectful of the actors. I found myself trying to keep myself from
jumping around and rambling. I have found that this takes work on my part, but it also makes
me a much better and more confident director. I can see myself growing and becoming better in
my skills. What scares me about this realization is that I can now see how much work I have to
do to keep getting better. I still have so much to learn. I can’t wait for tomorrow.
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10/14/10
Today was another working day. I find myself so tired at the end of rehearsal. I think
that this is a good thing. I know that the hard work will pay off and that I will be happy with the
end results. I am having a hard time with some of my actors. They are not doing anything
wrong, but they are very strong willed. This is not a bad thing, I am strong willed as well, I just
want to have rehearsals flow a little easier. I talk about notes and ideas for the actors and they
want to go round for round about everything. I think that it is coming from a good place. It is
truly collaboration.
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10/18/10
Tonight I worked on Act II scene one. This is a long scene for me because it has a play
within the play. I have always found things like this strange. I had to go back and change some
of the blocking. I have gone over this so many times in my head and on paper, and I just have
had a really hard time making it work. I have decided to put the chairs on the lower level for the
―audience‖ to sit on. Tonight the cast was full of energy at the start of the rehearsal, but as we
started rehearsal they quickly lost steam. Regardless of their amount of energy, we pushed
through and got some really good work done.
When starting this I was so afraid of the dialects in the show, but Tim is really helping to
keep my mind at ease. It was hard in the beginning to think that we would ever get there, but
the actors are really doing some good work. Rebecca continues to make advancements. I think
that she is having a really hard time, but she is hanging in there. She has the hardest job,
because she is the only one on the stage that is different. I am really happy with how well things
are going. Time is moving by so fast. I want to keep working and have the show get even
stronger.
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10/19/10
Tonight was a hard one for me. We worked the scene between Fenwick and Susannah
where she stands up for herself. I think that both of these actors are great and doing a great job.
They both have strong feelings about how their roles should be played. As do I. When the two
ideas are a little different it causes friction. I am accustomed to working with young actors.
They trust without question. By having strong actors we will get a better performance, but I
have learned that I need to trust the actors more. I think that even though this kind of
collaboration is new to me, it is a really great thing for me to learn. Both the actors and I are
very respectful of each other’s thoughts.
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10/20/10
I have wanted to block the fight for a long time now. I have taken stage combat courses,
but because this show will be submitted to KCACTF, I feel that we would exponentially benefit
from a professional. Because of this I have asked David to come in and block the fight. David
has been sick for a few days, so we have fallen slightly behind schedule in regards to the fight
sequence. On top of that, some of the actors are still having a hard time with lines.
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10/21/10
David came in tonight and blocked the fight between the two girls. It is not what I had in
mind, there is much more humor in the fight than I anticipated. Initially, I was concerned about
bringing in a fight choreographer, but the coloration has greatly enhanced the show. After the
fight, I released Jennie and Natalie. We took a short break and then worked some of the
intimate scene between Armstrong and Isobel. This is going to be strange. The two actors are
having a hard time trusting each other. Michael is very strong willed and has a stout personality
at times. He is quick to snap at other actors, and Rebecca, who is a timid actor, does not know
how to deal with him. She is not standing up for her own thoughts about the scenes. I have had
to get in the middle of them. It has not interfered with their work yet, but I know they are both
having a hard time with each other. I am sure that this will pass. It will just take time and trust
for them to find common ground. It is this working relationship that I am finding the hardest. I
think the less people in the rehearsals with the three of us, the better.
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10/22/10
AHHHHHHHH!!!!! I could just not get started tonight. I do not know what is wrong
with me. I am really ready for the weekend. I am doing what you are never supposed to do in
the theatre. I am bringing my problems from outside into rehearsal. My personal life is just
fine, but my classes this semester are really getting to me. I have always had a hard time in
school and I think the pressure of writing a thesis is getting to me. I am falling behind and I just
wish I had more done.

I am going to take the rest of the night to get my mind right and focus

more on rehearsal. The cast deserves more.
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10/25/10
It looks like the hanging is going to be something else. It is not an easy thing to make
work. This is a really big moment in the play. It happens very fast and I always want it to be
safe. I know that it can be done effectively. We are going to have Rebecca act the hanging by
bending at the knees and swaying. Some of the cast does not like the way we are trying to do
this, but they are not looking at the big picture. They need to think of it when we add lighting
and sound. I think it will work great.
Also, I need more control from Michael. He comes running in on his entrance,
bordering on hazardous. I am afraid that he might accidentally hurt himself or Rebecca. I love
how much he cares and how excited he is about being on stage. I do really enjoy working with
people as excited as I am, but he needs to find a way to control it.
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10/26/10
Running the show can be very hard. Both Beau and David came in to watch the show
tonight. I just do not know how much good it did. The show ran over three hours tonight.
Both David and Beau had beneficial notes, but most of them were about pacing and volume. I
know they are right. I am really having a hard time with some of the actors still not knowing
their lines. It is not like I expect them to be perfect yet, but when they are calling for line every
other word it is just a big mess. It was good to have other sets of eyes there tonight. I am going
to go back over their notes and see what they saw, and that I missed.
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10/27/10
Transitions make the world go round. Tonight we worked all of the transitions in the
show. Going from one time period to another is hard. The last thing I want to happen is to
have the audience sitting in the dark too long. Bad transitions will kill a show. I know that we
can make them tight. Tonight I think was very helpful. Everyone was in it to win it tonight.
The flow of the show is getting better. I still do nott think that we will be under three hours, but
we are getting closer.
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10/28/10
We did a working run today. I wanted to do the whole play, but like many nights I just
ran out of time and energy.

They are starting to try things and make things happen on their

own. I have had some actors come and talk to me about another one of the actors in the cast
making them uncomfortable. I need to think about how to deal with this because I do not want
the cast to team up against one of their own. I think I am going to have to have a talk with this
actor to help stop future problems. I also have a hard time with this because what I am hearing
is that they are giving other actors direction. This behavior is not good for anyone involved. I
do not think that they are doing it to be harmful. They just need to trust me more. I do
understand that this trust needs to be earned.
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10/29/10
I finished working through the play tonight. I have been working on some of the notes I
got from David, Beau, Sarah, and Tim. I think that I have gone through them all and picked
what I think is right. It becomes complicated when we do not agree on a note. I really do think
that sometimes you just have to trust your gut. The show still feels incredibly slow, so I had the
actors do a speed through of the show. I think this is the best use if our time at this point. It is
so good to see the show tighten up. In some parts of the play they were finally hitting the right
pace. In others it was too fast because it was a speed through. I tried to point out when the
pacing was working well, that way it could be re-created later. The cast looked like they were
having fun. It was good to see because I think we have been so bogged down by the work that
we have lost sight of how much fun this should be.
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10/30/10
We are starting to tech. It was a really long day. For me it started at 8am. We had our
paper tech and I knew right where I wanted the sound cues and Chris was ready to go with his
lighting cues. After that was over, Chris programmed in all of the cues and Shannon put the
sound cues where I asked him. For me, it was a lot of waiting. We got the props all set where
we needed them. It was really nice to see that the tech crew was doing as much work as the rest
of us. It is always a really great thing for me when there is a team that works well together.
After we got the cues plugged in I got on headset and talked through the cues with the stage
manager and the light board operator. We took a lunch break which was very nice for me
because I was really tired. I got some food and a little sunlight. It really set me straight.
When the lunch break was over, we ran a cue to cue with the actors. It was a little slow at first,
but I am really happy that we made it. I think that we should be using the window as a
cyclorama. I need Chris to help me make that happen.
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11/1/10
The opening is getting so close. Today was first dress. The transitions are going to be
hard but we will make it. The costumes look great. Some of them need to be fitted a little
better, but we took notes about everything, and I was told that they would all be fixed. I’m at
the point where I might want a little more time. I know everything will come together but, I it is
just getting so close. I will say it is starting to look really nice, and I know the show will be well
received.
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11/2/10
The acting is going great, but the set got its sphere, finally, and I don’t really like it. I
am going to talk to Kevin because I want him to take it down. It just does not work like I
thought it would in the model. I need to learn how to better communicate with the designers. I
really feel like I am right, and that it will make the show better without the sphere. I know that a
lot of this is my fault in that I should have been clearer in what I wanted.
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11/3/10
Tomorrow we open. I think that we are ready. The actors want the response of an
audience, and they are ready to go. This has been a very exciting show to work on and I am
proud of everyone involved. I have wanted to do this show for so long and it is just crazy that it
is here. I gave the actors all of the final notes that I could and I told them to get a goodnight’s
sleep. I know that tomorrow will go well, but it is always nerve racking when you have such a
big show that means so much to you and to all the people involved with the work. I am proud
and honored that this is my thesis. I am so proud of the work we have done here and hope
everyone else feels the same.
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Chapter 4: Test Your Hypothesis (Actor Evaluations)
An Experiment with an Air Pump is a complex play consisting of dynamic characters.
Each of the actors cast in Air Pump has a wide variety of skills and talents to bring to the table.
In this evaluation I will examine not only the actors’ performances but my working relationship
with them. I will examine the moments that were great, the moments that seemed difficult, and
the way these actors helped me improve as a director. Theatre is collaborative in nature in that it
takes actors and directors working as one to achieve the very best show possible. This
evaluation is as much a reflection on me as a reflection on the performers and my working
relationship with them throughout the semester.
P.J. McKinnie, an MFA actor at the University of New Orleans, played the dual roles of
Dr. Joseph Fenwick and Tom. P.J. is one of the most experienced actors in the program and I
had very high expectations based on his abilities as a performer. From the moment of the first
rehearsal, I felt I had to struggle to prove myself to P.J., to earn the trust a director requires from
an actor. At the table read we went through the show beat by beat and talked about it as a cast.
At the end of our discussion P.J. looked at the cast and said, ―I want everyone to know this is all
very dangerous.‖ What I think he was trying to warn the cast about was that you shouldn’t make
negative judgments about your characters. I agree completely on this point. Although the
presence of the most experienced actor in the room can be a challenge, the way rehearsal was run
created a strange dynamic in the cast as well. Some looked to me for guidance, and others
looked to P.J. This might not have bothered me since we were in an educational institution, but
when P.J. started showing up to rehearsals late and not being off-book on the dates he was
expected, he tarnished his leadership role. I did learn a lot by working with P.J., regardless of his
behavior. He challenged me constantly about the blocking and intentions of his characters,
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forcing me to define and articulate my thoughts more clearly. I like the idea of having a well
thought out discussion with an actor over his role because it means they are as invested in the
work as I am. P.J. helped me learn the balance between being a director and a collaborator.
Caleigh Quirin is a first year MFA actor at the University Of New Orleans. Having never
worked with, or seen any of Caleigh’s work before now, made me very apprehensive about
casting her, but I was soon pleased I did. Caleigh has a personality that is hard to define; she is
one of the most energetic, positive and complex actors I have ever worked with. These qualities I
find, make actors versatile, and versatility is very important to all acting. When looking for
someone to play the roles of both Ellen and Susannah, I was afraid I might not have anyone with
the ability to play a character twenty to thirty years their senior. Caleigh, still being in her early
twenties, had a lot of work to do to flesh out these complex roles. She seemed very excited to be
part of the cast. She, like many people in the cast, found someone to bond with and she and P.J.
became very close. This proved to be very beneficial to the show. The characters are a married
couple in the show and their close friendship became very clear in their acting. The two became
so close I felt that every time I was talking to one of them I was really talking to them both. I
found it hard to sculpt moments with just one actor or other. Caleigh proved to be a wise casting
choice. She found elegant and natural ways of evoking her characters age. Caleigh came
prepared and always was very respectful of the process. I have learned casting someone you
know nothing about is a gamble, but if you find the right person to work with it can be a great
experience. Caleigh was a pleasant addition to the cast and I was very happy to work with her.
Natalie Boyd is an undergraduate actor at the University Of New Orleans, but she has
more professional acting experience than most of the cast. Natalie and I have known each other
for some time, but this is the first time I have had the opportunity to work with her. Natalie
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played the role of Maria. This is a challenging role for two reasons; one, she must find a way to
be the less intelligent of the two sisters without being seen as completely stupid, and, two, she
must be able to handle Maria’s challenging monologues in the correspondence with Edward.
When Natalie read the first letter in the audition I knew I had found my Maria. Natalie was
prepared for each rehearsal and always had many questions about her role, many of which would
force me to re-evaluate the character. One of my shortcomings as a director is knowing when I
am allowing the actor freedom and not doing my job by directing them. I gave Natalie the
freedom to experiment and explore her character. I believed she knew she could continue
experimenting until I told her she had found the correct tactic and it worked effectively, but if
she ever went too far all I had to do was make her aware of it and she was quick to fix it. I have
to admit I had reservations about casting Natalie. I had problems in the past when casting
people I consider close friends, sometimes it makes the working relationship difficult, but
in the end I was pleased with the choice.
Jennie Freemen is a graduate student at the University Of New Orleans and this show is
her thesis project as well. I knew from the beginning Jennie would be cast in the show. When
the show was picked for the season it was predetermined this would be Jennie’s thesis. I went
into auditions with an open mind and Jennie was the first person I was going to place in the cast.
In many ways you can say I built my cast around Jennie. After auditions, Jennie was cast in the
roles of Harriet and Kate. I felt this was a great challenge for her thesis because she had to play
two distinct roles. Jennie and I have known each other for many years, but we have never
worked together as actor and director. I feel there is a bit of a jagged relationship between Jennie
and myself. Jennie has auditioned for several shows I have directed but I had never cast her
before; consequently, she feels I have no confidence in her acting abilities. In some regards I
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might say she is right. From the beginning of the process I tried to make this as collaborative
with Jennie as I could. I tried to let her find everything for her characters on her own and flesh
them out. We would talk each night after rehearsal and find new things for her to try. It was not
until the end of the process I would give her specific direction during the rehearsal. I found it
interesting the way Jennie and I worked together in this show. Jennie would even ask questions
for me to take home, which gave me much more to think about and in the end it made the show
much better. Jennie was always prepared and a team player. She understands what it is to be a
part of an ensemble and it was much appreciated.
Rebecca Laborde is a former undergraduate at the University Of New Orleans. She
played the role of the sweet, intelligent and humpbacked Isobel. Isobel is a difficult role,
perhaps the most difficult in the show. She is the only non-Brit in the show. Staying true to the
dialect can be hard because your ear becomes tuned to the other dialects around you. Not only is
the role vocally challenging, but the malformation of the spine, the role calls for, must be
performed entirely by the actor. Because of the way the costume needed to look, the best way to
achieve authenticity was to have it solely acted. Rebecca is a talented actor, but has no
confidence whatsoever in herself. Before I posted the cast list, I had a talk with her about her
investment in the character and her choices. After having this talk, I think it gave her the
confidence she needed to perform the role to its full extent. We had to get her on a full physical
and vocal training regimen and she fully committed to both and her performance showed it. I led
a discussion with a class after the show had closed and the people who had seen the show
thought the malformation of the spine was some kind of costume piece, which was not the case.
It is a true testament to her commitment. The only real struggle I had with Rebecca was she
wanted to play the extremes, either angry or smitten, and the transition between the two could
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change on a dime without any thought to why the change was occurring. By the time the show
opened I feel she had improved on this point.
Zack Rogers is an undergraduate actor at the University Of New Orleans. Zack played
the role of Roget. Roget is such a fun character, but I didn’t realize how fun until I saw what
Zack accomplished with the role. Zack has a wonderful ability to find the humor in everything
and to counterbalance this with the calm and poise needed to play Roget. This was my first time
working with Zack. I had seen him in many shows before and was excited to work with him. He
was such a dedicated actor. He would never break character. When the rest of the cast would
break off and joke around Zack was quiet and stayed invested in the moment. He has a
discipline that is rarely seen. His role was not the largest in the show, but he was a vital part of
the puzzle. In working with Zack I found when I gave him a note he had a hard time applying it
on the spot, but, by the next day, he had it fully realized and better than what I had directed him
to do. I learned a great deal about discipline from Zack, such as how to take the time to process
information to get the maximum result. I would gladly work with Zack again.
Michael Krikorian is a first year MFA actor at the University Of New Orleans. His roles
of Armstrong and Phil are two roles that I’m sure he will never forget. I found Michael to be
very excited to be part of the process. He came into auditions ready to win the role of
Armstrong. I was greatly enthused to have an actor so prepared for an audition and demanding
the role they wanted through their monologue choice. It was this strong ambition that was
Michael’s greatest strength and also his biggest downfall. First, I have to say that Michael cares
more than most actors with which I’ve worked. He comes in off-book and ready to dive into the
role. He is so passionate about the work and wants everyone else to have the same level of
passion. On the other hand this led to the biggest problem I had working with Michael: he was
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so eager about the show at times it was difficult to give him direction, even to the point of him
being argumentative. It got to a point where I had to pull him aside and talk to him about his
behavior. After I made him aware of his actions he was quick to stop fighting me, and his
performance greatly improved. However, his ambition then manifested itself in the form of
giving other actors direction. It caused a great amount of discord in the cast and I had to talk to
him once again. As always, when he was made aware he was quick to stop. I enjoyed working
with Michael, despite the struggle. I’m still happy I had him as Armstrong and Phil. I know all
of the problems I had with Michael came from a good place and in time he will put his ambitions
to good use. He is a fine young actor.
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Chapter 5: Draw Your Conclusions (Director’s Self Evaluation)
By choosing An Experiment With An Air Pump for my thesis, I realized many of my
weaknesses as a director. The purpose of a thesis: is the applying of knowledge of many years
of schooling. The implementation of things I have learned in the classroom, placing them on the
stage, to create a living breathing piece of theatre is a great joy. I stated at the beginning of this
process the need for articulating my concept to the design team, directing women and working
with heightened language. I have tried to be as honest with myself as I can, and believe I have
improved as a director.
On directing women, I have found there was nothing to fear. The fear was a lack of
understanding with certain female experiences dealt with in the text. I know on some views men
and women differ, based on the ability to experience certain things, such as having a child living
inside you and then losing it. Because of this separation I try not to make assumptions about the
subject. I have worked hard to make gender not an issue. If I am prepared as a director,
everything goes smoothly. I have had a fear of working with women because I have rarely had
the opportunity to direct female actors. I feel my fear came from the lack of experience I have in
this area. All my experiences directing women have involved one woman surrounded by a cast
of men. This dynamic has led to a lack of confidence in working with women. After directing
Air Pump I feel much more comfortable working with all actors regardless of gender.
As for working in a show that has heightened language, this play is not in verse, but the
time period and the dialects elevate the language well beyond our own common speech, it was a
real love-hate relationship. I love it because it sounds so beautiful and is very pleasing to the ear,
but I hate it because finding the continuity in the dialects and the meanings of words requires
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more work on the parts of the actors as well as myself. I have learned a very valuable tool in
directing is to surround yourself with a company who provide a wide variety of skills and
excepting help from those in the company with a great knowledge of certain skills than I have
myself. Vocal coach Tim O’Neal has a good understanding of the dialects used in Air Pump. I
collaborated with him throughout the process to create a sound for the show that was spot on. It
is every director’s job to construct the best team possible. When it comes to dialect I have found
a good coach is the key. I have learned as a director to trust others when the skills they posess
are greater than my own.
Working on articulating my concept to a design team has always been one of my biggest
weaknesses as a director. If I came up short on any of the goals I set for myself this would have
been it. My work with Mignon on the costumes went well. I had a very clear idea of what they
should look like and Mignon agreed with that vision. The play uses Joseph Wright’s painting as
a catalyst for the play. This visual, served as the starting point of the design and also where a
majority of the research for the designs originated. The script is difficult for the costume
designer because the changes from character to character happen so quickly. Mignon and I
worked well together on how to build the costumes to be quick change ready. We had a lot of
give and take and it created some really beautiful costumes.
As for the set and lights of the show, I feel I came up short. I have continued to grow in
this area and feel I was much more successful than in previous productions, but in the end it was
still sloppy. We had many design meetings where the concept was presented, however it went
through many changes with many extreme alterations in the ground plan and lighting plot. Chris
Hornung is a MFA lighting designer who I feel was a bit lost when it came to designing this
show. I asked for repeated visual images of what the lighting might look like. I received a few
116

sloppy pictures, and, instead of fighting for more clarification, I just accepted what was
presented to me and hoped for the best. Just a few days before the show opened, the lights were
not at all what I envisioned. I sat down with Chris and told him cue-for-cue what I wanted. If I
had fought harder with him I feel I would have gotten more from the design than I did. I waited
too long before stepping in, and had I said something sooner, I would have been much more
satisfied with the lighting. When the show was held for ACTF, I started looking over my notes,
and I would have fixed many of the problems with the designer. We did not end up advancing
and because of my lack of leadership, this element fell short. As for the scenic design I really
loved many aspects. However, there were many extreme changes in the set design. The first
draft of the set was a revolving stage that was separated by what looked like a phone booth. This
was suppose to move mechanically and change the world from 1799 to 1999. This raised many
concerns for me because I have had problems with moving sets before. When we measured the
amount of stage space we would have to work with in order to have this design, I realized there
was just not enough room. I needed a set that was much simpler. After this the set started to
move into the final design. When the armillary sphere situated above the set was implemented
into the model, I took issue, but I did not raise my concerns and the design was finalized. I
thought I should try new ideas before outright dismissing them. In other situations this might
have been alright, but two days before opening, when the sphere had still not arrived on the set, I
should have insisted it be cut, but did not. The sphere went up on final dress and had pieces of
paper hanging in the center of the sphere. This had been talked about in meetings, but no visual
images of these were shown before their application. I cut the sphere on the day of opening.
This was way too late in the process for this type of thing to be happening and the time and
resources wasted are something for which I take full responsibility. I was very happy with the
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set in the end; I just wish I had the confidence as the director to make some of those decisions
sooner.
In my many weeks of rehearsal, I had several people come in, watch the show and give
notes on things I might have missed. Beau, Sarah, Tim and David all found things in the show
that needed improvement. The notes I paid the closest attention to were universal. They all
seemed to have issues with some blocking in the show. The way I set up my ground plan got me
into trouble in many sections of the show. I recognized I had blocked a majority of the show
upstage of the table, and some of the more vital sections of the play fizzled out because of this
poor time managment. Luckily, having many fresh sets of eyes allowed me to fix many of these
problems ahead of time. If the show had continued on, there were moments in the blocking I
would have changed. For example at the end of the first act, Isobel is upstage of the table. The
moment was fine, but not as powerful as it could have been. I should have had her cross
downstage after Armstrong’s exit. This was a mistake I could have fixed had I managed my time
better in other areas.
I have talked many times about the use of the dialect. I feel the accents were well
realized, but on many nights the actors’ volume was compromised due to them. Not all the
actors suffered, but some, like Rebecca, would fear losing their accent and would lower their
volume, losing words. The play loses all meaning if the words being spoken cannot be heard by
the audience. This was a constant battle in the rehearsal process. It seemed at some point every
one of the actors in the show had issues with volume. I ended up working projection more and
more during warm ups. When the show opened, Rebecca and I would go into the space just
before house opened and I would stand on the back row of the theatre and make sure she could
be heard. After doing this several times, she began to know what it felt like when she could be
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heard and when she could not. The whole cast finally got to a level where they could be heard.
There was the occasional slip up, but by the time we were running the show, things were much
clearer for the audience.
From the start of the process, I had concerns about the moment at the end of the play in
which Isobel hangs herself. This technical element comes at the climax of the show. My fears
were heightened when the production mounted at the University before mine also had hangings
in it. I could see the harnesses and I greatly feared the hanging in our show would not look
authentic. I was also informed that with the way the costume was built there was no way she
could wear a harness. We started to brainstorm: what is the safest and best way to do this? In
the end we attached a piece of fabric to the chandelier, and the actor slipped her head in the
fabric and we depended on the audience’s suspension of disbelief for the rest. This looked
strange on many nights and turned out to be unconvincing to the audience. I do not know how I
could have fixed this; I just know I would have liked something different. In the end, though, I
had to decide what was the safest and most effective way to achieve this. I feel with the options
presented and the requirements of the script this was the best solution.
I would say the show was a success. I am a better director. The show was well received
by the KCACTF respondent and even held for consideration for the regional festival. The
respondent, who was not familiar with this script before seeing the show, told me it was a
challenge that had been executed well. He could see the work that had gone into it, and was able
at times to sit back, stop taking notes and enjoy the piece of theatre that was being presented. I
am always going to strive to be better, and An Experiment With An Air Pump helped in that
pursuit. I am now a stronger, more confident and aware director because of my experiences with
this show.
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